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 This study examines the pathways of two Atlanta, Georgia African-American 
women social activists, Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson and Ruby Parks Blackburn, and 
their respective organizations, two unsung heroes that some history books failed to give 
the proper recognition that they so deserved. It encompasses the challenges, civic work, 
social justice, and efforts as they emerged as social activists.  Additionally, this study is 
based on the premise that these noteworthy Southern African-American women’s social 
activist organizations, The Georgia League of Negro Women Voters as founded by Ruby 
Parks Blackburn and the National Domestic Union established by Dorothy Lee Bolden 
made a major impact in the Atlanta area. Although they were both from two totally 
different lifestyles, it is without a doubt that these two fearless women originators of very 
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successful organizations were instrumental in joining together African-American citizens 
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DEFINITION OF TERMS 
 
Atlanta Negro Voters League. A bipartisan political group started by business owner 
John Wesley Dobbs and Attorney A. T. Walden in 1949 to mobilize the black vote.1 
 
Atlanta University Center. A world renowned consortium of private African-American 
colleges and university which includes Morehouse, Spelman, Morris Brown College, 
Clark Atlanta University, and The International Theological Center. 
 
Auburn Avenue. This street was deemed “Sweet Auburn” and at one time classified as 
the “richest Negro street in the world.”  Auburn Avenue is the location of black-owned 
businesses, historical churches, popular entertainment venues, and birthplace of Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. 
 
Black Electorate. This term is defined as African-American delegates who were refused 
the opportunity to choose democratic delegates due to “white only primaries.” 
  
Citizenship Schools.  Schools initiated during the 1930s by Atlanta University 
Professors.  The purpose of the Citizenship School program was to help African 
Americans learn to read so that they could pass the literacy tests required to become 
eligible voters in the South at the time.2 
   
Civil Rights Movement. The period of reform from 1955 to 1968 that focused on racial 
equality in the United States. This movement emphasized nonviolent protests such as 
boycotts. 
 
Dark Town.  This term is defined as black neighborhoods where the working class and 
poor lived in Atlanta; part of the community was destroyed during the 1906 Atlanta riot. 
 
Georgia League of Negro Women Voters.  This organization is an African-American 
Democratic Women’s political organization founded in 1951 by Ruby Parks Blackburn.  
 
Jim Crow Laws.  These laws were passed during the 1890s and designed to discriminate 
and enforce racial segregation against African Americans to promote white supremacy. 
________________________ 
 
1. Atlanta Negro Voters League, accessed December 30, 2013, http://www.georgiaencyclopedia. 
org/nge Article.jsp. 
 





King vs. Chapman et al.  Case won by Primus King in 1946 against Muscogee County 
Georgia Democratic Committee which ruled “white only primaries” unconstitutional. 
  
Montgomery Improvement Association.  An organization that consists of prominent 
black community leaders and ministers formed in Montgomery, Alabama in 1955 headed 
by Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.  One of the primary goals was to support the Montgomery 
bus boycott. 
 
National Domestic Workers of America. An organization founded by Dorothy Lee 
Bolden Thompson for the better treatment of domestic and to establish better wages. 
 
Neighborhood Union. A union founded July 8, 1908 by Lugenia Burns Hope, wife of 
Morehouse College President John Hope.  The objective of the organization was to be the  
“moral, social, intellectual, and religious uplift of the community.” 
 
Southern Christian Leadership Conference. A nonviolent political organization 
established in January 1957 in Atlanta Georgia comprised mainly of ministers headed by 
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 
 
Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee.  A student organization formed to 
encourage the Civil Rights Movement.  The organization originated out of meetings at 
Shaw University in April 1960 led by Ella Baker of the SCLC. 
 
White only Primaries.  These primaries were created by the Democratic Party to stifle 
the African-American vote in Southern states such as Texas, Georgia, Louisiana, 
Alabama, and Mississippi. 
 
Women Political Council of Alabama.  A council originally founded by Mary Burke in 
1946 as a civic organization for African-American professional women in the city of 
Montgomery, Alabama.  Under the direction of Joann Gibson Robinson this organization 
was instrumental in planning the Montgomery Bus boycott.  
 










The purpose of this research is to investigate the history of two major Atlanta-
based African-American women’s social activist organizations; the Georgia League of 
Negro Women Voters founded by Ruby Parks Blackburn and the National Domestic 
Workers of America founded by Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson, and their impact on the 
Atlanta, Georgia community. Additionally, the decision to engage in the research of 
Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson and Ruby Parks Blackburn is rooted in such factors as 
the W. E. B. DuBois question of “What shall be done with Negroes” as well as his 
projection that the problem of the twentieth century is that of the color line.”1 
These concerns listed below confronted the founders of both organizations in their 
struggle for full partnership in a government which by choice deprived the African 
Americans of full citizenship: (1) the inadequacy of available research on two African-
American women activists whose choice of involvement was reflective of the African-
American experience, (2) the level of impact of their activism in the African-American 
community especially during the Jim Crow era, (3) the impact of their activism on the 
socioeconomic and political life of African Americans during the years 1949 to 1968, 
                                                          





(4) the impact of social class on the type of activism in which these two women engaged, 
and (5) the inclusion of African-American women who have been “virtually invisible in 
women’s history and women studies.”2 
 
Statement of the Problem 
Racial tensions in Atlanta, as well as in other Southern cities including some 
designated northern areas, presented both political and socioeconomic challenges for all 
African Americans.  Decisions by state legislators to segregate blacks from whites in 
areas of politics, economics, and living conditions initiated the establishment of Jim 
Crow Laws.  The Ku Klux Klan’s reemergence in the 1930s, Jim Crow Laws from  
1876 to 1964 along with the state of Georgia’s “White Only Primaries” prevented the 
black electorate from participating in the voting process. The 1906 Atlanta Riot served as 
a major victory for Jim Crowism.  The confrontation between whites and blacks resulted 
in brutal white violence against the black community, provoked by the gubernatorial 
candidate speeches of Hoke Smith and Clark Howell, both of whom promoted the fear of 
“Negro Domination” inducing an uproar in the white Atlanta community. Whites sought 
to eradicate black influence during a time when African-American migration to the city, 
potential political power, and upward mobility posed a threat to white supremacy.    
Based on false accusations of rape of white women implanted by Hoke Smith’s 
campaign workers, vigilantes began a quest for black “rapists.” Starting on Decatur 
Street, the heart of the infamous vice district, blacks were brutally attacked by white 
                                                          
2. Elsa Barkley Brown, “Women Consciousness:  Maggie Lena Walker and the Independent Order 
of Saint Luke,” Signs 14, no. 3 (Spring 1989); Micheline R. Malson, Black Women in America (Chicago: 





mobs.  The mobs devastated black owned businesses and assaulted the employees in the 
central business district even though they catered to white clientele.  Finally, whites 
torched homes in poverty stricken areas such as “Brownsville” to “clean out the negroes.”   
In all, twenty-five black Atlanta citizens were murdered, and hundreds more were left 
homeless or seriously hurt!3 3  
The riot was orchestrated by whites to terminate the idea of black equality with 
whites in social, political, economics and living environments. The 1906 elections which 
were the stimulus for the Atlanta riot was also the one that reinforced black 
disfranchisement in Georgia.  Like most African Americans across the South, they were 
excluded from voting in the white Democratic primary which served as the crucial 
election and determining factor for selecting public legislators in the region.  Although 
African Americans were permitted to vote in general and “special elections” for 
municipal bond issues, they also were barred from exercising their voice in the recall of 
public officials, and issues such as Prohibition.   
Segregation was prevalent and racism was rampant especially in the state of 
Georgia.  Governor Eugene Talmadge declared that Georgia would remain forever 
segregated in terms of voting.4 4In the state of Georgia, “White only Primaries” were   
designed to reestablish white supremacy.  Backed by Jim Crow laws, white legislators 
devised attempts to discourage African-American men from voting.  General primaries 
that elected local and state officials ignored the black electorates.  Furthermore, the right 
                                                          
3  3. Mark Bauerlein, Negrophobia: A Race Riot in Atlanta, 1906 (San Francisco, CA: Encounter 
Books, 2001), 25. 
 
4  4. Harold P. Henderson, “Eugene Talmadge (1884-1946).” New Georgia Encyclopedia, accessed 





to vote was contingent upon the payment of a poll tax, and the correct responses to 
unrealistic questions which kept all but a few blacks from registering by 1930.  Since 
African Americans had no power to choose democratic nominees, many chose not to vote 
and became disinterested in politics.  
In an effort to renew African-American participation in the political arena, Myles 
Horton founded the Highlander Folk School in 1932 originally located in Monteagle, 
Tennessee.  The goal was to develop leadership, help to create and support strong, 
democratic organizations that work for justice, equality, and sustainability in their own 
communities and joined with others to build broad movements for social, economic and 
restorative environmental change.55 African Americans participated in the Highlander 
School training and returned to their communities motivated to create citizenship schools.    
The Highlander School promoted social change by advocating brotherhood, 
removing racial barriers and eliminating stereotypes.  The school’s further commitment 
to end segregation was a major catalyst in the Civil Rights Movement. Workshops and 
training sessions were attended by such great leaders as Fannie Lou Hamer and Rosa 
Parks, the pioneer of the Montgomery Bus Boycott.  After attending a workshop on 
“Civil Disobedience,” Rosa Parks gained knowledge which proved instrumental in 
forming the “Montgomery Bus Boycott.  Septima Clark, after leaving the Highlander 
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school, trained teachers of the citizenship schools at the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference.6 6 
Citizenship schools proved to be extremely instrumental in reviving the African- 
American vote.  The first school was founded on John’s Island near Charleston, South 
Carolina. With a $1500 loan from the Highlander School, the schools were generated 
with the express purpose to increase the number of African-American voters by teaching 
the illiterate how to read and write.  Esau Jenkins, a bus driver, and Septima Clark, a 
school teacher, were initiators of the premier class which was taught by Bernice 
Robinson, cousin of Septima Clark.  Ms. Robinson’s credentials included a high school 
diploma, experience working in the clerical field and as a beautician.  She was 
apprehensive at first about teaching because of her lack of experience and no 
certification.   However, through the persuasion of her cousin, and using materials such 
as South Carolina constitution, newspapers, the Bible, and the United Nations Charter, 
she taught the first class in a make room shack located behind the Progressive Club on 
John’s Island. 
About 10,000 African Americans resided on John’s Island and surrounding 
Edisto, Wadmalaw and James islands.  Their occupations were farmers, factory workers, 
domestic servants and dock workers.  Although dock workers managed to learn a limited 
form of math to figure out their pay, most African Americans had less than a second or 
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Struggle for Human Rights,” in Women in the Civil Rights Movement: Trailblazers & Torchbearers, ed. 





third grade education.7 7Voter registration forms were also used as a tool for learning to 
read.  Students were required to write about their life experiences. Additionally, other 
classes provided instruction on how to fill out money orders, manage bank accounts and 
payment slips, and even operate sewing machines.  Classroom discussions included 
topics such as citizenship, voting privileges and democracy.  All work was completed 
during January and February between the picking and planting seasons.  The school was 
a huge success in increasing the number of registered African-American voters in South 
Carolina. Thus, a citizenship school was organized at Atlanta University by Atlanta 
University professors.  Using the model instituted by Esau Jenkins and Septima Clark, 
these schools were also designed to prepare African Americans to participate in the 
political process by teaching the poor and under privileged literacy skills which enabled 
them to register to vote.   
Initially, the Civil Rights Movement time period (1954-1968) was focused on 
segregation with the removal of Jim Crow Laws as they related to African Americans.  
Some examples of these Jim Crow laws in Georgia were as follows:     
1. The Board of Control shall see that in no case shall Negroes and white people 
be together. 
2. Intermarriage shall be unlawful. 
3. No colored barber shall serve white women or girls. 
4. No colored person shall be buried on ground used for burial of white people. 
5. Restaurants shall not sell to the two races within the same room. 
6. No amateur Negro or white baseball team shall play within two blocks of each 
other. 
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7. It shall be unlawful for colored or white people to frequent the same city park. 
8. Beer or wine shall not be sold to the two races within the same room.8   
Moreover, the condition of the neighborhoods in which blacks lived was evident by the 
lack of utilities and basic city services such as electricity or sewers.  In most cases, streets 
were unpaved and dangerous intersections went unnoticed.  However, many of the black 
social elite benefited by owning and operating businesses in the old Fourth Ward. 
 Auburn Avenue was the commercial, cultural, and spiritual center of African-
American life. “Likewise, almost one-third of African-American households in Atlanta 
were headed by women many of which included children.  Consequently, thousands of 
African-American women in Atlanta were forced to support their families on less than a 
dollar a day.  Approximately 80 percent of African-American women labored outside the 
commercial or industrial work place where they worked primarily as domestic workers in 
private white homes.9 As a result, instability of work for African-American males and the 
absence of them in the home therefore turned these women to the immediate availability 
of domestic work to supplement the family income. 
“Pan-toting” as described by Tera Hunter in her book, To ‘Joy My Freedom: 
Southern Black Women’s Lives and Labors after the Civil War, is when domestics would 
take table scraps or ingredients to make food for their families. Employers used this as a 
method of payment or in most cases there was no monetary exchange.  She further stated 
that domestics devised other strategies to survive low or no existent wages by taking in 
                                                          
     8. Leslie V. Tischauer, Landmarks of the American Mosaic: Jim Crow Laws (Santa Barbara 
CA: Greenwood Press, 2012), p. 12. 
 
9. Karen Ferguson, Black Politics in New Deal Atlanta (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North 





boarders.10  Based on previous stated decisions, the children of African-American women 
domestic workers were compelled to rear themselves and nurture their siblings while 
their parents and guardians labored long hours taking care of white households and 
rearing of white children. 
Hence, the stamina which was necessary to initiate the Social Activist Movement, 
whether it was the formation of the Montgomery bus boycotts or the organization of 
Student Non–Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), was clearly exhibited by two 
African-American women social activists, Ruby Parks Blackburn and Dorothy Lee 
Bolden Thompson.  The founding of the National Domestic Workers of America was 
designed to promote fair treatment for domestics, and the establishment of Georgia 
League of Negro Women Voters was instrumental in increasing the number of African- 
American police officers, firefighters and educators in Atlanta, Georgia. These 
organizations were crucial in their contributions to the Civil Rights Movement.   
 
Conceptual Framework 
The conceptual framework chosen for the dissertation is the Relative Deprivation 
Theory. The Relative Deprivation Theory states that social movement originates from 
four conditions: (1) not having an item, (2) knowing someone else has the item,  
(3) wanting the item, and (4) believing it possible to obtain this item. Additionally, acts of 
deprivations serve as a strong motivator for social action, i.e., peaceful protest against  
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those depriving them of necessary items.11  Relative Deprivation Theory proposes that 
people use comparisons with other people, groups, or themselves at different points in 
time to evaluate their current circumstances.  If these comparisons lead people to believe 
that they do not have what they deserve, they will be angry and resentful.   
Relative Deprivation (RD) describes these subjective evaluations.  Additionally, it 
is not simply a function of individual objective status.  This theory attempts to specify the 
conditions under which objective (absolute) deprivation eventuates in subjective 
(relative) deprivation and to describe the ways in which felt deprivation results in various 
behavior (i.e., apathy).12  The Relative Deprivation Theory also argues that perceptions of 
deprivation can lead to conflict, even if the perceptions are not entirely accurate. A group 
experiences relative deprivation when it believes that it is deprived in comparison to any 
other group. The secondary group usually maintains status, power and wealth.  There are 
two types of this theory, egoistic and fraternal. 
  An example of Egoistic Relative Deprivation Theory would be the fact a family 
member feels that he or she was not afforded the opportunity to attend a higher learning 
institution as another member of the family.  In contrast, Fraternal Relative Deprivation is 
when members of a group perceive that they are neglected for the same opportunities 
given to another group. This is indicative of inequalities between African-American 
voters and white voters or domestic workers versus blue collar workers. The Relative 
Deprivation Theory has been compared to other theories such as the Social Exchange 
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12. Faye Crosby, “Relative Deprivation Revisited: A Response to Miller, Bolce, and Halligan,” 






Theory and The Realistic Group Conflict Theory.  While these theories may be similar, 
the focus of this study is based on the Fraternal Relative Deprivation Theory. 
The abolishment of slavery, the Women’s Suffrage Movement, and the Civil 
Rights Movement are also prime example of this theory.  In the case of slavery, blacks 
were treated inhumanly as animals rather than individuals, therefore justifying the need to 
obtain freedom from bondage. The Women’s Suffrage Movement, on the other hand, had 
racial divides that continue in the women’s movement until present day; the Movement 
demonstrates the condition that all women should be afforded the opportunity to voice 
their concerns by means of the electoral process. 
 Although the Women’s Suffrage Movement was intended to obtain the right to 
vote for all women, some Southern members of National Women’s Suffrage Association 
(NWSA) argued for the enfranchisement of white women only.  African-American 
women were denied admission to organizations such as the National Women Suffrage 
Association and American Women Suffrage Association (AWSA).  African-American 
women then started the all black Phyllis Wheatley Association.  This organization took a 
stand by demanding the right to vote and questioning the sincerity of Susan B. Anthony’s 
quest for voter’s right for all women.  Nevertheless, according to the article “Rights for 
Women: The Suffrage Movement and Its Leaders: African-American Women and 
Suffrage,” Historian Rosalyn Terborg-Penn argued that black women were drawn more 





men.13  The AWSA supported the fifteenth amendment which gave the vote to black men 
and focused mainly on obtaining women suffrage from state to state.  In contrast, the 
NWSA condemned the passage of the fourteenth and fifteenth amendments unless 
women’s rights were included.  In addition, the NWSA focused on the other women 
issues such as marriage and divorce reform. 
Scholars suggested that African-American women were less likely a threat to 
Southern white women than their white male counterparts, and this enabled them to be 
more active in community organizations such as church and social clubs.  In diametric 
difference, in the article “Men Led but Women Organized,” Charles Payne argued that 
women activists were subject to the same oppression and repercussions if not more by the 
white racists in the South.14 African-American women compassionately became members 
of the Civil Rights Movement for several reasons.  Many joined because of the injustices 
and cruelty imposed on the African-American race while others cited as their motivation 
the fight for equality due to encouragement from family members. Whatever the 
justification, these social activists, Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson and Ruby Parks 
Blackburn, were instrumental in joining forces to strive for racial equality. 
The Civil Rights Movement is illustrative of the fact of all four conditions as it 
illustrates the requirements of the theory during the 1960s.  The Georgia League of Negro 
                                                          
13.  “African American Women and Suffrage: Rights for Women: The Suffrage Movement and Its 
Leaders,” accessed July 3, 2015, https://www.nwhm.org/html/exhibits/rightsforwomen/AfricanAmerican 
women.html. 
 
14.  Vicki L. Crawford, Jacqueline A. Rouse, and Barbara Woods, “Men Led, but Women 
Organized: Movement Participation of Women in the Mississippi Delta,” in Women in the Civil Rights 






Women Voters and the National Domestic Union are both indicative of the movement.  
The basic assumption is the notion that African-American women were limited in their 
voice of politics in Atlanta, Georgia during the late 1940s through the late 1960s and 
whereas domestics were treated substandard in their profession, these agencies exemplify 
social movement among African Americans, especially women. 
Notwithstanding, it was the portrayed role of African-American women social 
activists in the quest for racial equality that this theory expands on.  These women were 
involved in organizing, providing fundraising and running the daily affairs of various 
groups crucial to the movement.  However, their lack of recognition and behind the scene 
involvement was prevalent in such organizations as the Georgia League of Negro Women 
Voters (GLNWV), the National Domestic Workers of America (NDWOA), the Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), and the Student Non-Violent Coordinating 
Committee.  The recollections of the Civil Rights Movement usually result in the 
remembrance of persons such as Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Reverend Ralph David 
Abernathy, Reverend Joseph E. Lowery, and Julian Bond.   
However, Anne Standley in her article, “The Role of Black Women in the Civil 
Rights Movement,” argued that the ministers’ sexism and authoritarian views of 
leadership prevented women from assuming any decision-making position in the 
movement.  She further stated that historians have incorrectly reported men as the 
principal leaders of the Civil Rights Movement.  It has been duly recorded that Rosa 
Parks is the “Mother of the Civil Rights Movement; however, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. 





recognition as the leader of the Montgomery Bus Boycott, when the Women’s Political 
Council orchestrated it.15   
Other community activists such as Ruby Parks Blackburn and Dorothy Lee 
Bolden Thompson are hardly mentioned, although the contributions of these individuals 
were influential in the advancement of the fight for freedom.  Furthermore, unsung 
heroes such as Ella Baker, Diane Nash, Joann Gibson Robinson, and Septima Poinsette 
Clark who were instrumental in the organizing and training of social activist groups 
confronted inadequate information written about many other women whose lives have 
not yet been explored by scholars.   
 
Methodology 
Historical analysis was chosen as the methodology as it allows the researcher to 
analyze historical events in the following manner:   
1.  Course - a matter of the scope of the events affecting the stated problem. 
2.   Causes – both immediate causes and underlying causes.  Underlying causes   
are usually factors, trends, and conditions.  Immediate causes are often 
themselves events which precipitate the main event.  To explain the entire 
event, both underlying, and immediate causes are necessary.  
3. Consequences – the immediate and long-term consequences. 
In addition, the historical analysis allows for consideration by theme: politics, 
economy, society, and culture.  For this study, politics refers to suffrage/voting; economy 
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refers to the struggle for an increase in wages of domestic workers; society refers to class, 
race and gender concerns; and culture refers to the focus on “cultural racism.”16 
Historical data were collected from the archives of the Auburn Avenue Research 
Library for African American Studies, Georgia State University Southern Labor 
Archives, Atlanta University Center Woodruff Library Archives, Atlanta History Center, 
World Cat, Proquest, and Questia search engines. Review of these documents provided 
vital information such as biographical data on the founders of the Georgia League of 
Negro Voters and National Domestic Workers of America relating to the history, 
formation, purpose, accomplishments, and impact on the Atlanta, Georgia community.   
 
Research Questions 
RQ1: What socio-political and economic traditions contributed to the formation 
of the Georgia League of Negro Voters and National Domestic Workers of 
America and their impact on Atlanta’s community? 
RQ2: What were the leadership roles and responsibilities of Ruby Parks 
Blackburn and Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson as founders of the two 
organizations?  
 
Significance of the Study 
 
This research is significant to the discipline of African-American studies because 
of the apparent gap in available data about both organizations.  Subsequently, these 
groups laid the foundation for African Americans’ political participation as well as 
                                                          






setting standards for better working conditions and wages for domestics.  This research is 
also significant in that it will provide more information on Ruby Parks Blackburn and 
Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson.  At present, there is limited documented research on 
both women as well as the organizations which they founded.  It is assumed that without 
the formation of these two organizations, African-American women would have been less 
influential in the field of politics.  In addition, domestic workers would have been forced 
to continue the acceptance of low wages and substandard working conditions.  Most 
importantly, the research demonstrates the humanistic task per Paulo Freire: “The great 
humanistic and historical task of the oppressed: to liberate themselves and their 
oppressors as will.”17  Moreover, the research demonstrates the value of the social 
movement philosophy on the thrust of African Americans to seek changes, especially for 
and by African-American women.   
Neglect of the contributions of Ruby Parks Blackburn, The Georgia League of 
Negro Women Voters, Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson and the National Domestic 
Workers is due to several factors: 
1. Social Status.  Ruby Parks Blackburn was a lower middle-class worker with 
no major affiliation to any prestigious African-American organizations. 
 
2. Education.  Both women had minimal education.  Ruby Parks Blackburn 
attended Morris Brown College for a short time while Dorothy Lee Bolden 
dropped out of school in the ninth grade. 
 
This study provides factual evidence of the influence of both organizations on the 
Atlanta, Georgia community.  
 
                                                          






Chapter I provided the introduction, statement of purpose, the problem, including 
examples of Jim Crow laws which had a major impact on the African-American social 
activist movement, significance of the research, and conceptual framework.  The 
methodology of the research investigation, research questions, limitations, definition of 
terms and the overview of the research chapters completed this section.  Chapter II covers 
related literature and research of African-American social activist organizations and the   
Women’s Social Activist Movement with regards to primary roles, race, class, gender, 
and domestic worker issues.  Chapter III is a historical chapter which provides an in-
depth description of historical African-American social activist groups such as the 
Atlanta Negro Voters League and Neighborhood Unions, and the contributions and 
events in the Atlanta Georgia area including the 1906 Atlanta Riot. Chapter IV provides 
the history, purpose, accomplishments, and impact on Atlanta Georgia and the 
community of the Georgia League of Negro Women Voters and the National Domestic 
Workers Union.  This chapter also depicts the biographies and community activism of 
both founders Ruby Parks Blackburn and Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson, respectively.  




One limitation was the inability to interview Ruby Parks Blackburn and Dorothy 
Lee Bolden Thompson since both are deceased. Another limitation was that the 
researcher was unable to interview other significant women who were catalytic 





REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 
Social Movements 
Social movements are “those organized efforts, on the part of excluded groups, to 
promote or resist changes in the structure of society that involve recourse to non -
institutional forms of political participation.”1  This movement as defined by Charles 
Tilly refers to a series of contentious performances, displays, and campaigns by which 
ordinary people made collective claims on others.  Social movements are a major vehicle 
for ordinary people’s participation in public politics.  Sydney Tallow refers to social 
movements as “collective challenges in elites, authorities, and other groups or cultural 
codes by people with common purposes and solidarity in sustained interactions with 
elites, opponents, and authorities.2  Furthermore, as described by Jonathan Christiansen in 
the article, “Four Stages of Social Movement,” there are the four stages as follows:  
Stage 1: Emergence – where there is discontent among the group in the 
preliminary stage.  Specific Social Movement Organizations (SMO) is 
formed and serves as catalysts for the next stage yet there is no formal 
cohesiveness.   
 
Stage 2: Coalescence or the “Popular Stage” occurs when there is realization 
that there is the identical discord within the group.  At the identified
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 stage based on the SMO or agitators, action will take place to resolve 
the injustice.  Mass rallies and demonstrations will occur.    
 
Stage 3:   Bureaucratization becomes prevalent when organizations rely on key 
individuals to continue the process after the concern has been brought 
to attentions of others by the actions in Stage 2.  
 
Stage 4:  Known as Decline or “Institutionalization,” is the process of the action 
of the social movement as it begins to recede.  However, some social 
movements are successful while others fail.  Nevertheless, there are 
four subcomponents of Stage 4 which include: Repression, Co-optation, 
Success and Failure.  Repression occurs when authorities, or agents 
acting on behalf of the authorities, use measures (sometimes violent) to 
control or destroy a social movement.  Co-optation happens when 
movement leaders associate with authorities or movement targets more 
than with the social movement constituents.  An example of this would 
be a member of the SMO who is an addition to a resistance group and 
rejects the beliefs of the SMO.  Subsequently, the resistance group 
gains control of the SMO and attempts to squash the actions. Success 
on the other hand demonstrates the positive response and changes 
caused by the actions in Stage 2.  Failure of social movements due to 
organizational or strategic failings is common for many organizations.31 
 
As a part of social movement, one must also make mention of the Eight Stages of 
the Process of Social Movement by Bill Moyer.    
Stage 1: A critical problem exists 
 
Stage 2:   Prove Failure of Official Institution 
 
Stage 3:  Ripening Conditions  
 
Stage 4:   Take-Off 
 
Stage 5:  Perception of Failure  
 
Stage 6:   Majority Public Opinion  
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Stage 7:  Success  
 
Stage 8: Continuation4 2 (see Figure 1) 
 
This model was chosen because of the comparison of both women activists and groups to 










Figure 1. The Eight Stages of the Process of Social Movement 
 
The Women’s Social Movement 
The four types of issues which catapulted women into the protest arena 
historically and throughout the world are (1) those directly linked to economic survival; 
(2) those related to nationalist and racial/ethnic struggles; (3) those addressing broad 
humanistic/nurturing problems; and (4) those identified in different eras as “women’s 
rights” issues.53  Despite the fact that they were at the bottom of the social ladder, 
deprived of all rights, vulnerable to sexual and physical abuse by white males, and 
disliked and scorned by many white women, African-American women held their 
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families and communities together.  Motivated by perseverance and the ability to adapt 
and overcome hardships, these women could overcome the challenges that faced them 
daily.   
 The concept of racial uplift identifies the perspectives and practices of African 
Americans that primarily attend to survival and have implications for liberation.  One 
version of racial uplift is the post reconstruction ideology of an aspiring black middle 
class that believed that to convince white America of its respectability, it must encourage 
Victorian morality and middle-class values among the black masses through social and 
moral work to uplift themselves and the race.64 Some will surmise that this was evident 
with the founding of the Neighborhood Union by Lugenia Burns Hope, wife of John 
Hope, the then president of Morehouse College.  The goal to be achieved was the “moral, 
social, intellectual, and religious uplift” of the community.  Although this group, which 
consisted of wealthy African-American women, was successful in obtaining much 
needed improvement in the community for the lower class, nevertheless their efforts were 
shunned. 
African-American women in the Social Activist Movement were a powerful force 
whose contributions constructed the ground out of which much advancement in social 
justice was structured. The time has long since passed that their achievements be 
recognized. The importance of their acts was minimized because their work did not hurtle 
them onto the front page of newspapers or onto the early television news. For the 
accomplishments of civil rights women to receive just attention, rhetorical critics must 
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accept new definitions of what constitutes a rhetorical artifact and filter their 
interpretation of the artifacts through the themes of self-definition which defines these 
interlocking oppressions, and African-American women’s culture. 
African-American women involved in the social activist movement came from 
various backgrounds.  Some had a college education and held professional positions, 
whereas others had only minimum schooling such as high school diplomas and were 
employed as domestics or tenant farmers.  Yet they all united to share their talents, 
beliefs, and skills.  They passionately shared their dreams and hopes for a better world. 
These focused women “took the lead in the struggle for dignity.”  They were not looking 
for fame and fortune or national recognition.  Rather, they were “dedicated to community 
service and not self-service” and were willing to forfeit their livelihoods to fight against 
racial oppression and discrimination. 
These courageous women were a source of inspiration and strength not only for 
other African-American women but for African-American men and children as well as 
for whites. These women truly exhibited a lesson of strength and encouragement.  These 
were women (and men) whose homes were burned down and who lost their jobs; 
however, they saw what the future held or might hold if we took the chance and fought 
for it.  Thus, women’s roles in the civil rights movement were as wide and varied as their 
backgrounds.  They were teachers, mothers, politicians, protectors, cooks, nurses, and 
spiritual advisers. 
For these African-American women, the social movement was a continuance of 





inspirers who, in many instances, initiated the civil rights movement (i.e., Rosa Parks’ 
refusal to give up her seat to a white person, Daisy Bates’ struggle in integrating Little 
Rock Central High School, and JoAnn Gibson Robinson and the Women’s Political 
Council’s call for a citywide bus boycott.  They shared their resources and talents and 
faith to work together for the causes of freedom and equality. These women demonstrated 
skills “such as courage, strength, and patience,” which were necessary for their 
noteworthy work in the movement.  Thus, they formed a strong sisterhood network that 
penetrated all barriers and classes.  A great proportion of the women were married and 
raising families while they were actively involved in the movement.7 5  
For many African-American women, participation in the movement was a “family 
affair,” most were members of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP) and education was a high priority.  The acquisition of formal education 
was recognized as one of the keys to self-empowerment, political, and economic 
freedom.  Inherent among many of the women were their natural leadership abilities 
whereas others became leaders from their community involvement, participation in the 
Highlander Folk School, and/or in the Citizenship/Freedom Schools.  They received 
recognition as leaders because of the respect given them in the community or the work 
accomplished in various organizations.  Adversely, the struggle for freedom and equality 
was a long battle, requiring stamina for the long tedious journey ahead and they still have 
a long way to go. 
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Blacks and women are politically disadvantaged, and African-American women 
are double-burdened.  Race and gender combine in ways to create and limit the political 
aspirations and behavior of African-American women.  Thus, African-American women 
are characterized as possessing a double consciousness and faced with the difficult 
political choice of selecting or prioritizing their dual political identities, often choosing 
political strategies that mutually address these needs.8 6 
From these women’s familiarity with hard times was born an ability to struggle 
unceasingly and an unconquerable spirit, exactly the things that fueled the Civil Rights 
Movement and propelled it through dark days of intimidation and repression and in many 
areas of the country long darkened by the shadow of racial oppression.  Regardless of the 
physical toll from hard work, deprivation, and punishment, these women endured; and 
their souls remained strong and indeed undaunted.  Tested and tried by life experiences, 
these women were inundated with great inner resources.  They basked richly in the 
fundamental skills and attitudes necessary for struggle.  They brought gold to the 
movement and made it shine in dark places.  It is evident that these granite, struggle-
oriented women played tough activist roles in the Civil Rights Movement; yet if they are 
remembered at all in our histories, they are frequently recalled as “Movement Mamas”—
ladies who only sheltered, fed, and protected civil rights workers.  
The accomplishments of activist women are plentiful.  In Issaquena County, 
Mississippi, Unita Blackwell worked as a staff specialist to help the National Council of 
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Negro Women (NCNW) build housing units.97 As a field specialist for the NCNW, 
Fannie Lou Hammer made use of her “indigenous community organizational skills” to 
develop a Hunger Project in rural areas.  It was Amelia Platts Boynton of Selma who 
worked hard to bring Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) workers 
into Selma and to have the SCLC make Selma the target of its voting rights project.  
McCree Harris, a public-school teacher, organized voter registration marches with Black 
high school and college students in Albany, Georgia.  Grace Towns Hamilton, President 
of Atlanta’s Urban League sustained her method of black coalition building and 
negotiation with the white power structure to address the housing shortage for African 
Americans.  Under her leadership, the Temporary Coordinating Committee on Housing 
was responsible for nearly half of the 10,550 housing units constructed for blacks in 
Atlanta between 1945 and 1956.1098African-American women had the flexibility to 
organize social activists through churches and clubs where most of the membership was 
composed of women.  Additionally, Southern white males felt less threatened and were 
less likely to retaliate physically against them, thereby increasing the effectiveness of 
African-American social activism. 
Primary Roles 
  Because of their participation in the organizations, African-American women 
social activists can be classified in three primary roles per Theresa Nance in “Hearing the 
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Missing Voice:9 “Mama, Activist, and Friend”1110and each role is interconnected with the 
latter.  Mama refers to a community leader who frequently provided a haven for civil 
rights workers and served as a liaison at community events.  The “mama” of the 
community was the most outspoken leader who was confrontational and not disheartened 
by events caused by voicing opinions toward the movement.   
In contrast, the stereotypical image of the term “mammy” used during slavery was 
described as an obedient domestic servant who honored the white master’s wishes and 
nurtured his children while neglecting her own.  The mammy symbolized, for many in 
the majority culture, “the ideal Black female relationship to elite White male power.”121111 
Ideally, the mama is the catalyst of the African-American experiences.  Both the culture 
and the traditional beliefs instilled by African ancestors infer that these women were 
working, skilled mothers, who served as leaders in the community, the mama was the 
center of the community and, as such derives strength of their collective past and the 
hope of the future.  Nevertheless, the term “mammy” is considered a myth in the African-
American community.   
As activists, African-American women were not only in the background serving 
as a support network but also were actively involved in several other different ways. 
Payne pointed to the fact that women did more than nurture young civil rights workers. 
“Women also canvassed more than men, showed up more often at mass meetings and 
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demonstrations and frequently attempted to register to vote.”1312 Black women served as 
major leaders, organizers, and strategists, thereby creating the movement to address their 
personal and community needs.  In contrast, white women social activists were not 
oppressed as a race.  Most women were housewives, with little or no financial obligations 
and had the freedom to organize and to publicly promote their agenda.  In addition, many 
white activists were well educated and sometimes received backing from their white 
counterparts. 
African-American women social activists did not categorize those with whom 
they worked.  A person was not just a member of the Civil Rights Movement; an 
individual was regarded as a person who was sometimes civil rights worker, mom, or 
community worker.  These descriptions meshed together identified them as one single 
unit. This community/family system was produced because of Afrocentric values instilled 
by ancestors of the motherland.14 13   
Mama, activist, and friend, the three roles played by black social activist women, 
were crucial in the social activist movement.  Each entity had a responsible part in 
keeping the black community together.  They existed primarily because of the action of 
black women.  Black women are in a very profound sense the “something within” that 
shaped the “culture of resistance,” the patterns of consciousness and self-expression and 
the social organizational framework of local and national expressions of community 
activism. 
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Literature is limited in including African-American women in the suffrage 
movement.  Two African-American women who stand out as contributors to the suffrage 
movement are Mary Church Terrell and Ida B. Wells.  For example, Mary Church Terrell 
was very active in social reform and volunteering, including with black organizations.  
She was an advocate for women’s suffrage and a member of the National American 
Women Suffrage which included her friendship with Susan B. Anthony.  Mary Church 
Terrell worked to build up black women’s organizations such as the merger of black 
women’s clubs to form the National Association of Colored Women (NACW) in 1896 
which was organized to help eliminate gender and racial discrimination. 14 
The second African-American woman involved in the suffrage movement was 
civil rights activist Ida B. Wells.  On March 3, 1913, 5,000 white women were prepared 
to “parade through President Woodrow Wilson’s inauguration, demanding the right to 
vote.”  The leaders of the National American Women’s Suffrage Association (NAWSA) 
insisted that Ms. Wells not march with the Illinois delegation.  Certain Southern women, 
they said, threatened to pull out if a black woman marched along whites.1514However, Ida 
B. Wells joined the march in Washington, DC.  Susan B. Anthony, Elizabeth Cady 
Stanton, and the women’s suffrage movement refused to support the position that 
African-American women had the right to vote along with white women.  In contrast, 
Lucy Stone, founder of the American Women Suffrage Movement, found to abolish 
slavery and supported the African-American women suffrage movement.16 15 
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African-American women have faced the triple barriers of race, gender, and class. 
These barriers have stimulated them to succeed in their chosen professions education, 
law, business, medicine, and entertainment.  Although these women may have been kept 
out of visible leadership roles within the organizations, they were not excluded from 
taking on and carrying out responsible jobs in the field.  In the Student Non-Violent 
Coordinating Committee (SNCC), for example, African-American women were given 
jobs with responsibilities.   
The Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee was established in April 1960 
at Shaw University.  In February 1960, five African-American students launched a sit-in 
at a Woolworth lunch counter in Greensboro, North Carolina after being refused service.   
Ella Baker, Director of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and official of the 
NAACP founded the organization to allow younger African-American college students a 
voice in the Civil Rights Movement.1716  SNCC was most effective as Freedom Riders 
who sought to end segregation and register more African-American voters.  Marian 
Barry, former Mayor of Washington, DC served as the first chairman and Julian Bond 
served as Communications Director for five years before being elected to the Georgia 
State Legislature.  Other well-known chairpersons include Congressman John Lewis,  
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Kwame Toure (formerly Stokley Carmichael), and Jamil Abdullah Al-Amin (formerly H. 
Rap Brown).18  17 
It is interesting to know that although women were considered to be able to 
operate offices, very few held administrative positions.  African-American women often 
endangered their lives as field representatives.  Highest ranking officials such as Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr., Reverend Ralph David Abernathy, and Julian Bond 
acknowledged the women’s work to some extent, but believed that their role was that of 
support not to be leaders.1918 Even though key male figures in the movement did not regard 
women as leaders; the women themselves did not necessarily interpret these behaviors as 
sexist. 
Gender exclusion was particularly useful because the movement could draw upon 
the resources of well-educated and/or articulate women to act as carriers, as cultivators of 
solidarity, without the same set of leaders experiencing conflict between movement, 
constituents and mainstream political compromise.  In the case of the civil rights 
movement, these tasks were divided, though not exclusively, along gender lines, thus 
providing the movement with a strong base of leadership.  This analysis of women's 
participation in the civil rights movement also provides examples of the ways in which 
mobilization does not always occur in a linear fashion that is, formal leaders mobilize 
followers.  Rather, women as bridge leaders recruited men as formal leaders.  Moreover, 
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they and the movement’s followers extended and transformed the movement’s message 
so that conflict sometimes existed between their desires and those of the formal leaders.  
Ella Baker as described by Vicki Crawford and Aprile Elliott in the article “Ella Baker: 
Free Agent in the Civil Rights Movement,” introduced the idea of participatory 
democracy during the 1960s.  Participatory Democracy referred to bringing together in a 
new formulation the traditional appeal of democracy with an innovative tie to broader 
participation.  The three primary components are: (1) an appeal for grass roots 
involvement of people throughout society in the decisions that control their lives; (2) the 
minimization of hierarchy and the associated emphasis on expertise and professionalism 
as a basis for leadership; and (3) a call for direct action as an answer to fear, alienation, 
and intellectual detachment.2019 An excellent example of participatory democracy is the 
formation of the Negro Women Club Movement.  Per Angela Davis in her book Women, 
Race and Class, stated that in 1890 of the four million women in the workforce, one 
million were black women.  Indeed, African-American women’s own familiarity with the 
prevalent racism of U.S society and their consciousness of this injustice led to the 
origination of these groups.21 20 
Whether an individual was regarded as a civil rights worker, mom, or community 
worker, everyone was treated equally.  A person was not just a member of the civil rights 
movement.  Mama, activist, and friend, the three roles played by black civil rights 
women, were crucial in the civil rights movement.  Each group was responsible for 
                                                          
19  20. Aprele Elliott. “Ella Baker: Free Agent in the Civil Rights Movement,” Journal of Black 
Studies 26, no. 5 (May 1996): 593-603. 
 





keeping the black community together.  They existed primarily because of the action of 
black women.  Black women are in a very profound sense the “something within” that 
shaped the “culture of resistance,” the patterns of consciousness and self-expression and 
the social organizational framework of local and national expressions of community 
Black females formed a crucial flank at every stage of this struggle as they 
themselves moved forward through overlapping phases of individual and group action. 
Starting with mutual aid societies, continuing through literary and antislavery groups and 
beyond, they helped to reshape and broaden the very concept of political action. Before 
the last decade of the eighteenth century, free black women demonstrated their interest in   
organizations dedicated to self-help and mutual relief.  By creating their own groups as 
well as joining with black men, they pooled resources to “look after their sick, care for 
their poor and bury their dead.”  Although class differences, along with color and 
religious affiliations, may have impacted the membership of a few groups; economic 
conditions combined with the impulse toward self-help were mighty equalizers.  Despite  
the overwhelming problems that led to the creation of self-help groups, the task was 
approached with a sense of pride and belief in the power to make changes.22 21 
 
Race, Class, Gender, and the Domestic Worker as “Other” 
Elisabeth Beck in her article, “The National Domestic Workers Union and the 
War on Poverty,” stated that between 1890 to1960 in the South, the majority of employed 
African-American women were domestic workers.  Dubois described this work pattern as 
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“a despised race to a despised calling.”  Practices established under slavery continued to 
affect the association between race and domestic work.  Specifically, black women ran 
the households for whites under slavery, and this norm continued after abolition for those 
whites who could afford it.  Indeed, as Katzman suggested, in the South, domestic service 
was integral to the maintenance of its racial caste structure.  
Slavery also provided the context for what has been considered by Hill Collins a 
key controlling image of African-American domestic workers, the “mammy.”  As 
represented by the character in Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind, this persona 
holds repercussions for domestic workers today.  The Mammy, who was faithful and 
obedient and loved her white children more than her own, continues to be the yardstick 
by which domestic workers are often measured.  
Domestic service does not provide a gateway toward a better life.  Rather, it 
reinforces racial stereotypes, which helps to maintain a social, racial, and economic 
underclass.  In this regard, a theory of poverty could be invoked, suggesting that poverty 
exists, in part, so that the poor are forced to service the non-poor. Domestic work has 
always been women’s work and women’s secondary gender position within society and 
the household are associated with its low status.  However, through an exploration of the 
nineteenth century’s Cult of Domesticity, Van Raaporst suggested that domestic work 
was less than women's work.  Supporting women as demure, the nineteenth century 
medical field warned against women's engagement in physical and household labor.  This 
caution was heeded.  Van Raaporst argued that this warning marked the point in time at 





Thus, the nature of household work relegated domestic workers to a gender status of less 
than women.  Further supporting this view is Rollins’ claim that domestic workers 
became surrogates for, or extensions of, the employer's least feminine self. 23 22 
An exploration into the existentialist construct of the “Other” provides an 
interesting framework for exploring the implications of race, class, and gender with 
domestic work, and helps to interpret the role that domestic workers held in many 
households. The concept of “other” focuses on the idea that individuals are viewed from 
two perspectives, that of their own self and how they appear to the “other.”   DeBeauvoir 
extended the concept of the “other” to explore reciprocity.  Specifically, she explained, 
“to me, I am self, you are other; but to you, you are sell and I am other.”   However, 
according to DeBeauvoir, this reciprocity does not exist among men and women. Both 
men and women view men as the subject and women as the object or in the subordinate 
role of the “other.”24 23  
Tera Hunter in her article, “Domination and Resistance: The Politics of Wages 
Household Labor in New South Atlanta,” stated the self-proclaimed model of New South 
Atlanta held the distinction of employing one of the highest per capita of domestic 
workers. She further maintained that manual household labor strengthened New South 
advocates’ goal of restricting black worker social and economic opportunities.2524  Given 
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the unequal sex ratio of black men to women, especially single, divorced or widowed 
along with low wages paid to black men, black women were forced as domestics to make 
ends meet. 
There are several interesting ways in which “Othering” is featured in domestic 
service.  First, consider that often a domestic worker’s race, class, and gender in 
themselves support “Othering.”  However, even if gender, race, or class are shared within 
her work environment, a domestic worker is never the subject and becomes “Other” to 
the women and families that employ her.  Second, either through an initiated 
conversation by an employer or through observation, domestic workers often gain access 
to intimate knowledge about very private aspects of their employers’ lives.  To protect 
her status, an employer might consider it in her best interest to view the domestic worker 
as one who might provide comfort, but not as an individual who has thoughts and 
feelings and can make judgments as an “Other.”  
The “Othering” of domestic workers is also evidenced in Rollins’ characterization 
of the relationship between domestic workers and their employers, as maternalism. 
Rollins explained that maternalism, not unlike “Othering,” has the dual function of 
protecting and nurturing as well as degrading and insulting.  “The female employer with 
her motherliness, protectiveness, and generosity is expressing in a distinctly feminine 
way her lack of respect for the domestic as an autonomous, adult employee” and as such 
ensures the domestic worker’s role as “Other.”  
Rollins’ discussions with women employers about their evaluation of domestic 





high value for domestic worker’s personal attributes and their personal relationship.  In 
contrast, domestic workers reported feeling at the whim of employers who may want to 
chit-chat or share their burdens.  Thus, as Kousha explained, in addition to cooking, 
cleaning, and childcare, domestic workers were often forced to respond to the emotional 
needs of their employer.26 25  
In exploring relationships between employers and employees, employers’ views 
of employees ranged from being invisible to “like family,” a term often used by 
employers.  In this regard, employers indicated that they sought intimate relationships 
with their employees.  However, in households where the employee was viewed “like 
family,” little mutuality was found.  Instead, relationships tended to be steeped within the 
power dynamics that characterized maternalism and women as “Other.” 
 
Domestic Work as Contract Work and Unionization 
Domestic work also raises a variety of labor issues and important implications 
stem from the exclusion of domestic work from wage-an-hour legislation.  Foremost, 
domestic work has always existed outside of the purview of wage, hour, and safety 
regulations.  When state legislators began to limit the workday for women, domestic 
work was disregarded.  In order to pacify the racist sentiment of Southern Democrats, the 
Social Security Act excluded employment sectors dominated by African Americans such 
as domestic work.  Moreover, there are no standards for domestic work.  Uniformity does 
not exist in terms of demands, expectations, and remuneration.  Thus, firings and 
reprimands can be capricious and arbitrary, and there is no process for mediation.  
                                                          





Isolation is perhaps the most difficult aspect of domestic work for the workers themselves 
as well as for addressing the labor-related issues.  Domestic workers must bargain 
individually, without the sense of the collective.  Additionally, domestic workers lack 
institutional support for addressing sexual and other harassment.  Finally, because 
domestic workers tended to work in areas outside of their geographic community, their 
isolation is further exacerbated.  In interviews, domestic workers often talked about long 
and lonely bus rides taking them away from their family and community.  
 
Unionization and Domestic Service 
Women led the organizing of the U.S. garment industry and played critical roles 
in the development of union activity in numerous sectors.  Yet except for perhaps in 
public education, women historically have been excluded from union leadership, and 
women-dominated employment sectors largely have been left out of unionization drives. 
Despite these obstacles, there were attempts to unionize domestic workers.  
In 1916, Jane Street founded and became secretary to Industrial Workers of the 
World (IWW) Local No. 113, a Denver Domestic Worker’s Industrial Union.  Working 
to undermine the employment agencies, known as employment sharks, which served as 
paid intermediaries for employment placement, she developed her own employment 
agency. Within a year, she attracted enough domestic workers that a supply-and-demand 
strategy enabled Local No 113 to drive up wages.  As a way of circumventing the 
practice of employees living with families, Street organized communal housing.  Toward 
improving domestic workers' treatment, her employment service asked employers to do 





advised them that they would be blacklisted.  Inspired by Street’s success, six other locals 
were started across the country; however, none of these efforts solidified.   
Organizing was further thwarted by the development of a collective response 
from the business community.  For example, in Atlanta during the 1950s, the white 
community ended domestic workers’ attempts to unionize by getting landlords to raise 
the rents of striking domestic workers.  Moreover, the city passed an ordinance that 
required all union members to pay a 25-dollar license fee.  It is important to note that not 
all resistance was collective.   
 
Domestic Workers’ Views about Their Work 
Elizabeth Beck, in her article, “The National Domestic Worker Union and the 
War on Poverty,” stated in interviews with domestic workers, most expressed 
ambivalence about their work.  On the positive side, the women interviewed tended to 
relate their feelings to the household in which they were employed.  Other advantages 
included flexible hours, not being subjected to the humiliations associated with a 
segregated work environment, and when no one was home being able to act as their own 
boss.  Negative experiences were also closely tied to the household in which the women 
worked.  Drawbacks included difficult work, light housekeeping becoming heavy work, 
removal of breaks, and an increase in expectations on the part of the employer, as well as 
low pay and long commutes.27 26 
                                                          







To work and serve the hour in helping to solve the many problems 
confronting the race; to study the conditions in the cities and counties; and 
in the spirit of Christ, by personal contact and sympathy, to lift as we 
climb. 
 
Motto, National Association of Colored Women (1896) 
 
In order to comprehend the necessities of the organizations, one must examine the 
time period in which these groups were founded.  The thirteenth amendment abolished 
slavery and the fifteenth amendment, also known as the reconstruction amendment, gave 
African-American men the right to vote.  During the Reconstruction era, between the 
years of 1867-1872, sixty-nine African Americans served as delegates at the Constitution 
Conventions.1  At least three, Blanche K. Bruce, Joseph Rainey, and Jefferson Franklin 
Long, served in the United States Congress.  Jefferson Franklin Long, originally from 
Bibb County, Georgia held a congressional seat from 1870-1871.  The son of a white 
man and black slave woman, Jefferson Franklin Long was born on March 3, 1836 in 
Knoxville, Georgia located in Crawford County.  He was self-educated and acquired the 
skill of tailoring.  When Long was not employed to do mending, or sewing, he was 
begging the typesetters at the newspaper to set copy, an activity he observed closely as he 
taught himself to read and write.  He was an active member of the African Methodist 
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Episcopal Church (AME) of Macon, headed by Henry McNeal Turner.  Under 
Turner’s influence Long made his first political appearance at a meeting of the Georgia 
Educational Association in 1867.  Long may also have had a hand in the establishment of 
Georgia's Freedman’s Savings Bank, a project led by Turner and established through the 
AME Church.  He helped organize the Union Brotherhood Lodge, a black mutual aid 
society, in Macon.2 1 
As owner of a successful merchant tailor business in Macon Georgia, he was 
recognized as a leader of Republican Party in Middle Georgia.  Consequently, when a 
white congressman was denied a seat because of election honesty issues, Jefferson Long 
was persuaded to run for the position.  In 1870, Jefferson was nominated to run for the 
Republican Congressional seat.  The Ku Klux Klan determined to prevent the election of 
a black representative engaged in a brutal clash with blacks on the way to the polls on 
December 20, 1870.  After the fighting ended, seven people lost their lives and many 
were missing.  Despite the vicious attack, Jefferson Long won by nine hundred votes.  He 
was the second black legislator elected to the House of Representatives.  Joseph Rainey 
from South Carolina was the first elected during the reconstruction period.  This was a 
major accomplishment for blacks because of the intimidation from white supremacists to 
keep them from participating in the voting process.   
On February 1, 1871, Jefferson Franklin Long made history by becoming the first 
black to address the House of Representatives.  In his speech to Congress, he addressed 
the ways and means of protecting qualified black voters who had been prevented from 
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voting by whites.  Furthermore, he emphasized his opposition to a proposed law by 
Congress to remove the test oath required of all Confederates before they could hold 
public office.  He gave examples of how five hundred men had been killed by disloyal 
men who hated the government, the increased lynching, and of the great fear in Georgia 
to carry the Stars and Stripes through the street for fear of retaliation.  In spite of his 
appeal, the bill was passed by Congress by a vote of 118 to 90 and became law without 
the signature of President Ulysses S. Grant. 
During his tenure, Jefferson Franklin Long supported the enforcement of the 
fifteenth amendment and universal suffrage in the District of Columbia.  He attended the 
Republican National Convention in Chicago and nominated James A. Garfield for 
President in 1880.32  After one term, Jefferson Davis retired from office.  He returned 
home to his business.  Although he remained active in political activities such as 
attending conventions and counseling other legislators, he chose not to seek office. 
It is noteworthy to document factually that in the state of Georgia, Aaron A. Bradley, 
Tunis Campbell and Henry McNeal Turner were current members of the legislature.  In 
September 1868, the state of Georgia legislature declared all black members’ ineligible to 
serve.  Their offices were vacated and those whites who had the next highest votes 
replaced them.  This caused an increase in violence by the Ku Klux Klan towards blacks.  
Henry McNeal Turner and a group of black elected officials whose names were not 
mentioned, met in Macon at a convention where they reported the findings to the Joint 
Commission on Reconstruction.  Because of the report, in December 1869, Congress 
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placed the state of Georgia under military rule.  They also voted to ban members from 
Georgia until the Fourteenth and Fifteenth amendments were ratified by the state.  The 
Georgia members returned to office on January 10, 1870.4 3    
After obtaining voting privileges, African-American men established businesses, 
built communities and created social networks.  African Americans began to mobilize 
voters and demand equal rights.  This posed an imminent threat to the existing white 
population.  Thus, Jim Crow laws were created to stifle the upward mobility of African 
Americans.  The word “Jim Crow” originated as a fictional character from a white 
minstrel named Thomas Dartmouth (“Daddy Rice”), popular in the early 1830s who 
claimed to have heard the song “Jump Jim Crow” sung by an elderly slave in Louisville, 
Kentucky.  He donned blackface and performed his preconceived images of a blundering 
irresponsible slave in a derogatory slave language.  The term died in the late nineteenth 
century but resurfaced after reconstruction to promote racist laws.54 These laws promoted 
discrimination and segregation from whites in all area. 
 
The 1906 Atlanta Riot 
A life changing moment for African Americans and the dominant society evolved 
when the 1906 Atlanta Riot took place in the United States.  Prior to the 1900s, Atlanta 
had become a major hub for regional economy and was nicknamed the “Gate City.”  By 
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1900, the overall population was 150,000 of which 35,000 were African Americans.6 5  
Moreover, Henry Grady, then editor of the Atlanta Constitution, advocated in editorials 
the theory of the “New South” where he emphasized to the North that there was racial 
unity.  However, the rise in residents caused an increase in competition for employment 
and municipal services between African Americans and whites.  Two gubernatorial 
candidates, Howe Smith and Clark Howell, instigated negative public opinion through 
the newspapers.  
Clark Howell was no stranger to politics or the newspaper business.  His father, 
Evan Howell, owned half-interest in the Atlanta Constitution; Clark Howell served as 
night editor working under the guidance of his father and Henry Grady, also known as the 
“Spokesman of the New South.  It is interesting to note that Evan Howell and Henry 
Grady differed considerably in their beliefs yet they still managed to collaborate on the 
Atlanta Constitution.  Furthermore, in terms of the political arena, Clark’s grandfather 
served as an Atlanta judge while his father was a member of the Georgia State 
Legislature.  Clark Howell, a third-generation Democrat, was elected to the Georgia 
House of Representatives in 1885 where he served three years including one year as 
speaker of the house.7 6  
Hoke Smith, a trial lawyer by profession was known as the most influential leader 
during Georgia’s Progressive Movement.  He also received recognition as the youngest 
lawyer to pass the Atlanta Bar examination at age seventeen.  Having made a lucrative 
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fortune as a successful injury lawyer, he purchased the rival Atlanta Journal newspaper 
and became publisher.  Hoke Smith’s efficacious promotion of the triumphant 
presidential campaign of Grover Cleveland in1892 earned him the position of U. S. 
Secretary of the Interior. After Grover Cleveland lost the nomination for reelection to 
William Jennings Bryan, Hoke Smith resigned from office and launched his political 
career in his state of Georgia.8 7 
Clark Howell, the editor of the Atlanta Constitution supported the Democratic 
“white only primaries” and poll taxes since it was an effective way of controlling the 
African-American vote.  He accused his opponent, Hoke Smith, of working with black 
Republican politicians since he had the support of the Populists and their leader Thomas 
Watson.  Smith and Watson argued that existing measures to reduce African-American 
voter participation—such as literacy requirements and poll taxes—would only spur 
blacks to pursue education and commercial success, and thereby cut poor illiterate whites 
out of the electoral process altogether.  The resulting campaign message was simple: give 
blacks political equality and they will demand social equality, which will be manifest as 
sexual relations between black men and white women.98  The Populists were poor white 
farmers who had become outraged with the Democratic Party.  Realizing that the 
African-Americans could split the vote, Thomas Watson attempted to recruit black 
Republicans to endorse populist candidates.  He argued that the Democratic Party was 
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controlled by big businesses such as railroads which caused the increase in cotton prices 
and this infuriated the impoverished farmer.   
Secretly, black disenfranchisement was encouraged, yet in some cases the Ku 
Klux Klan was used to prevent African-American Democrats from voting.  The Populists 
were in the southern states, though most active in the state of Georgia.  The Populist 
Party nominated several candidates for various state and federal officials and ran 
unsuccessful campaigns.  Because of lack of enthusiasm, the short-lived party disbanded 
in 1898.10 9  
   Hoke Smith, owner and former editor of the Atlanta Journal argued that black 
disenfranchisement was needed with the increasing number of black intellectuals.  His 
thoughts were that the more education, prestige and power that blacks had would cause 
them to fight for the same rights as whites.  These actions caused apprehension, and 
insecurity among elite whites, who feared the social intermingling of the races.  It was 
also rumored that unemployed poor black men were regular attendees of the saloons 
which was located on Decatur Street in the midst of the infamous vice district.  These 
establishments were depicted as being decorated with naked women that created among 
the whites the fear of black sexual violence and rape of white women.  Concerns for these 
establishments increased the advocacy for prohibition.  Moreover, newspapers printed 
erroneous accounts of black men raping and terrorizing white women, thereby increasing 
racial tension within the city of Atlanta.  
                                                          






David Fort Godshalk, in his book Veiled Visions: The 1906 Atlanta Race Riot and 
the Reshaping of American Race Relations, painted a picture of the horrific incidents of 
the riot.1110 On the afternoon of Saturday, September 22, 1906, Atlanta newspapers 
reported four alleged assaults, none of which were ever substantiated, upon local white 
women. Extra editions of these accounts, sensationalized with lurid details and 
inflammatory language intended to inspire fear if not revenge, circulated, and soon 
thousands of white men and boys gathered in downtown Atlanta.  City leaders, including 
Mayor James G. Woodward, sought to calm the increasingly indignant crowds but failed 
to do so.  By 8:30 p.m. that Saturday night, thousands of whites had packed into the Five 
Points area; many congregated at the intersection of Decatur and South Pryor Streets, just 
outside the Kimball House, the city’s most luxurious hotel and dining spot.  Paperboys, 
still screaming the newspapers’ headlines, pushed their way through the crowd. 
 Throughout the afternoon, white men animatedly discussed the newspapers’ 
reports of rapes and attempted rapes. “What are we going to do about it?” they repeatedly 
asked, often answering their own question: “Something must be done.”  A white man 
peered down on the crowd from a dry goods box and challenged his audience to avenge 
these crimes: “Are we Southern white men going to stand for this?” he shouted. “No. 
Let’s kill all the Negroes so our women will be safe,” was the reply.  For ninety minutes, 
small groups of whites chased African Americans in and out of the mass of people 
crowding the area.  Newsboys cornered young black men and beat them.11Whites twice 
knocked a black messenger from his bicycle.  Rumors passed through the crowd that a 
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black man had snatched a white woman’s purse.  Others screamed that a black woman 
had insulted a white man and that a black man had cut a white man’s thigh.  A crowd saw 
a black man enter a pool hall on Decatur Street.  Shouts went out that he was a “bad 
nigger.”  Whites surrounded the building to prevent his exit.  
The crowd paid little heed to the mayor’s message.  Instead a large group of 
whites surged down Decatur Street toward the black saloon district, but their advance was 
temporarily checked by police.  Enraged at the sight of a “boisterous” black man, the 
crowd quickly broke through the thin barrier; its members surrounded their prey and beat 
him with sticks and barrel staves.  During the next few minutes, whites pursued and 
struck down any blacks they happened upon.  A mass of whites pursued several African 
Americans toward a Central Avenue skating rink serving as a temporary sanctuary for 
blacks.  After hearing pistol fire, a mob, thinking that the Detroit Barbershop was 
sheltering the alleged black triggermen, stormed it. At approximately 10:00 p.m., many 
of the local bars and theaters let out, and even more whites and blacks spilled into the 
streets, adding to the confusion and providing a fresh audience for the newsboys’ 
incendiary shouts. 
The mayor pleaded with the mob a final time. Noting the crowd’s inattention, he 
set off a nearby fire alarm and called on the fire chief to use hoses to disperse the mob. 
White crowd members simply retreated along side streets beyond the reach of the 
firemen’s spray. About fifty white men began shouting “Lynch him!” “Lynch him!” as 
they tracked a black man accused of stabbing George C. Tomlinson.12  This mob, which 
attracted nearly a thousand additional participants as it pursued its prey north on 
                                                          





Peachtree Street, trapped the man in front of the Piedmont Hotel, approximately 500 feet 
away, and broke sticks and beer bottles over his head. Repeatedly forced to the ground, 
he was saved only by a passing police officer who pushed the crowd back with a 
nightstick and carried the victim away, eventually hiding him in a store. 
 James English, the President of Fourth National Bank located on Peachtree just 
south of Five Points, positioned himself in front of the hotel and unsuccessfully attempted 
to subdue the crowd while whites plunged knives into the bodies of black pedestrians. 
William Welch, a one-eyed, one-legged Confederate veteran later bragged, perhaps 
apocryphally, that he had gunned down two African Americans early in the evening 
before the general rioting broke out.   His voice drowned out by the mob’s shrieks, 
English rang the fire bell ten times, calling to duty every policeman in the city.  For 
approximately four hours, whites armed with almost every weapon imaginable shotguns, 
revolvers, iron bars, knives, sticks, canes, bricks, stones, or anything else that “could be 
wrenched off a building” surged through Atlanta’s downtown in search of their black 
quarry while shouting, “Kill them!” “Lynch them!” “Kill every damn nigger in sight!”13 
 Newspapers reported a thousand shots reverberating through the night air. Residents of 
outlying neighborhoods heard the white mob’s cheers and black victims’ screams.  At 
Atlanta Baptist College (later renamed Morehouse College), approximately a mile and a 
half from Five Points, Lugenia and John Hope, sensing the evening’s preternatural energy 
and commotion from a distance, silently fidgeted, neither wanting to burden the other 
with their unvoiced feelings of terror.  Late in the evening, John heard the fire alarm and 
                                                          





militia call and left his house to investigate.  The mob’s din, perhaps on nearby Peters 
Street, confirmed his worst suspicions. 
At Approximately 10:30 p.m., streetcar no. 207 reached the Marietta and 
Peachtree intersection in route to Grant Park.  A nearby crowd of white men was thrown 
into a frenzy when a white observer excitedly pointed to the car on which white women 
mingled with black men.  “Look at that!” he shouted.  Screaming for the help of 
bystanders, the men surrounded the car and lifted it from its guide wires.  After letting the 
white men and women exit the immobilized car, the crowd forced its way in by shattering 
the windows and prying open the doors.  Two black women waved umbrellas and hatpins 
trying to stave off the white attackers.  The mob moved past them toward the rear of the 
trolley where four black men and one black woman hid.  One black man pleaded for his 
life.  The white men beat the black men with sticks and clubs.  Police, avoiding the use of 
their weapons, entered the car and pulled the white men off their victims only after the 
attackers had knocked them to the floor.  When one of the black men lifted his head to 
look out the window, the crowd shouted, “He ain’t dead, beat him again!”  Meanwhile, 
the motorman had vaulted to the top of the trolley so that he could reconnect the wires 
and steer away from the scene.  The trolley sputtered forward as the white crowd 
attempted to climb “like rats” up its sides while the police successfully pushed and pulled 
them away.  The police reported that three blacks died in this trolley alone.  It was 
perhaps during this attack that a white man stabbed James N. Reeves, a black chaplain’s 





Hearing of this melee, the streetcar superintendent initially wavered regarding 
whether to halt streetcar service into the downtown area to protect the trolleys’ drivers 
and occupants.  Discontinuing service, he later rationalized, would have only energized 
the mob as it sensed the company’s weakness.  Many motormen aided the mob by 
bringing their cars to a standstill when whites pushed themselves into their trolleys’ 
paths.  Some motormen even joined in the anti-black attacks.  Before the company finally 
halted its downtown service, the mob stopped at least nineteen additional cars and entered 
at least four more. 
When another car, this one carrying six black women and four black men, crossed 
the junction of Peachtree and Marietta Streets, mob members repeatedly screamed, “Take 
them off! Take them off!”14  The conductor tried to speed past the danger.  Before he 
could, a crowd member pulled the trolley from its guide wires.  Then others broke its 
windows with sticks and climbed aboard.  Following a brief struggle, the whites overtook 
the black passengers, assaulting the black women and pulling other passengers through 
the windows.  Five black passengers disappeared through the streets, but a sixth was 
knocked to the ground.  Bloodied, he attempted to draw a knife but was chased to the side 
entrance of a barbershop, where he was beaten to death.  A dozen whites stormed another 
car and bludgeoned two men to death, their blood collecting in small pools on the floor. 
Later, An African-American male lay in the street with a gash which spanned his right 
and left shoulders, and two cuts across the abdomen exposing his ribs. Police lifted him 
into the patrol wagon, and he was taken to the hospital, where he reportedly died.  The 
streetcar violence ended only after the rail company halted service late that evening. 
                                                          





Between 10:30 p.m. and midnight, the white mob fanned out from Five Points, its 
members separating and reuniting in countless combinations.  While whites were 
attacking African Americans on the streetcars, another ragtag collection of whites 
marched up Marietta Street to a barbershop across from the post office, where black 
barbers and bootblacks were servicing their white customers.  Armed with assorted 
weapons and their bare hands, the white men forced themselves through the shop 
windows and rushed two of the workers, including lame bootblack Henry Welch. 
Members of the mob fired guns at both men, killing them instantly.  After vandalizing the 
shop and stripping the slain barber and bootblack of their clothes, the white men dragged 
their bodies face-first from the shop.  A short distance from this ghastly scene, a mob of 
whites killed another black man.  The three corpses were heaped together at the base of 
the famous Henry Grady Monument, an ironic tribute to the New South spokesperson 
who had argued in the 1870s and 1880s that racial conflict no longer threatened the 
South.  A white crowd, numbering approximately 200, cornered three black draymen 
loading scenery for white Bijou Theater Manager J. B. Besler.  Besler somehow managed 
to pull the men back inside the theater.  A white man shouted, “He’s got fifteen inside!” 
Guarding the door with a pistol, Belser held the surging crowd at bay.15 
At one point, the crowd on Marietta Street spotted an African American and 
chased him toward Forsyth Street.  The black man quickly disappeared.  Suspecting that 
he was hiding inside a fruit and cigarette store, the crowd forced its way into the small 
structure.  As the Greek proprietor and three of his white friends attempted to defend the 
shop, the crowd of whites tore it apart, littering the sidewalk with candy, fruit, and 
                                                          





cigarettes.  In the melee one of the white grocers was seriously wounded.  Spotting 
another black man, this group of whites pursued him as he escaped toward the Forsyth 
Street viaduct.  A white man emerged from the bridge’s shadows and clubbed the African 
American to the ground.  After members of the mob had kicked their victim senseless, a 
small group of whites emptied their revolvers into him at short range.  Nearby on 
Peachtree, another group of whites shot and killed Will Marion at Leland’s barbershop as 
he was polishing a white man’s shoes.  White witnesses testified that the bootblack was 
“acting in an inoffensive manner at the time.”  Leola Maddox, trapped with her husband 
downtown while shopping on Mitchell Street, was beaten and fatally stabbed.16  Late into 
the evening, large crowds of whites remained ensconced at the Kimball House.   
Sighted by the white mob, a black man attempted to escape into the building, but 
a volley of stones and clubs stopped him in his tracks.  The lobby’s plate glass windows 
were smashed, and the crashing glass forced backward a mixed crowd of whites and 
blacks seeking refuge from the violence on the streets.  Another African American 
proved luckier as he successfully dodged a similar volley of stones and bricks and safely 
entered the hotel.  The crowd’s attention was diverted to another black man captured just 
inside the lobby.  The mob passed him to the waiting horde on Wall Street.  After 
knocking their victim unconscious, whites abandoned this African American to be 
trampled by others.  Then, spying a fashionable restaurant nearby, the group of whites 
sprinted toward it, hoping to surprise its black waiters.  The black men escaped, however, 
as some exited through a ground-level back door while others leaped from second-floor 
                                                          





windows onto carts filled with mail sacks.  From there they fled toward the unlit railroad 
tracks.  
These escapees were followed by a growing stream of African-American porters 
and draymen, employees at the Georgia Railroad Company’s Union Depot offices who 
were racing along the railroad tracks to avoid the mob.  Meanwhile at the depot itself, a 
group of whites quickly overwhelmed the futile efforts of railroad officials to protect 
their station from rioters.  A few of the porters had failed to escape.  Two of them sought 
refuge by locking themselves inside nearby railway coaches.  After smashing the train 
windows, a mob stormed the coaches, dragged the porters out, and began beating them. 
Falling to his knees, one of the porters begged his assailants for mercy.  In response, one 
of the white men felled this victim with a blow, after which others beat and shot him to 
death.  Seeing no additional black targets, the crowd smashed the windows of parked 
railcars.  Lining the streets surrounding the depot were horse-drawn cabs abandoned by 
their terrified black drivers.  Inside the depot, white men, women, and children remained 
stranded and fearful into the night.  With the trolleys no longer running and most African 
Americans having fled the riot’s epicenter, the white mob began searching for new 
targets.  Small groups of white men went from house to house and business to business 
throughout the downtown’s white and racially mixed areas in quest of blacks in hiding.  
 At approximately 11:45 p.m., rumors circulated that in East Point (a settlement 
just south of Atlanta with a tough reputation) whites had trapped a black rapist and 
African Americans were arming themselves to retaliate.17  On Forsyth Street, a number of 
men brandishing firearms demanded that W. E. Jones provide them with horses to help 
                                                          





them protect East Point citizens from the rumored black uprising.  The white man stood 
his ground at the stable’s entrance, pointing a pistol at the mob and daring it to cross the 
threshold.  The mob gave in after heaving bricks and stones against the structure.  
Around midnight two large mobs left the Union Depot.  One marched east approximately 
a third of a mile to the opulent Terminal Station, only to be turned back by county police. 
Another group, numbering approximately 100, headed southwest while shouting, “To 
Peters Street! To Peters Street!”18  The mob swelled, collecting stragglers during the 
quarter-mile trek to its destination, a street lined with small restaurants and saloons, many 
of which catered to black customers.  Although African-American property holders and 
tenants had a large presence near the railroad tracks on Peters Street’s northern reaches, 
their numbers thinned out over a long stretch of the street as it continued southwestward. 
 En route to Peters, the white crowd literally crashed through the Penson and 
McCartey hardware store and stripped the business of its guns, knives, bullets, and 
hammers. Three policemen joined local white residents in a vain effort to reason with the 
mob and convince it to turn back.  Maddened by the sight of a black man, the crowd 
smashed the windows of restaurants it believed to be owned or frequented by African 
Americans.  
 Approximately a half-mile farther down Peters, the white mob came upon Mattie 
Adams’ residence and small restaurant, one of only two black properties on a block 
crowded with white residences and businesses.  Adams barred her door to keep the 
invaders at bay.  Positioned at the head of the mob, George W. Blackstock shouted 
threats at her and goaded the group on.  Terrified, Adams braced herself against the door 
                                                          





as Blackstock knocked out the window, stuck his hand through the opening, and slowly 
lifted the wooden bar.  After rushing inside, Blackstock broke a wagon spoke over 
Mattie’s head while another man struck her with a glass pitcher.  A tall white man 
harassed her grandson by shooting bullets to his left and right.  Before leaving, the mob 
destroyed the restaurant’s furniture and glass cases.  Among her white assailants, Adams 
recognized neighbor John Jaillette, likely the son of William Jaillette, owner of a 
competing establishment across the street. 
After leaving Adams’ establishment, the mob stoned and beat against a small 
house owned by a black family.  After one of the black occupants fired a gun through his 
window, white crowd members emptied their pistols into the dwelling, rearmed, and fired 
into the dwelling a second time.  A group of whites sighted Milton Brown, a black man 
employed as a driver, as he made his way home after having been trapped during a 
downtown shopping expedition for his family.  As Brown wheeled and ran, he was 
targeted by a forty- to fifty-bullet fusillade.  Hit multiple times, Brown lurched about 
before reeling to the ground.  Lifting the bloodied and dying man into their patrol wagon, 
the police could hear Brown gasping for breath through a hole in his lung.  Late into the 
night, mobs stormed Peters and Marietta Streets, smashing poolroom and restaurant 
windows, battering down doors, turning rooms topsy-turvy, and wrecking entire 
buildings.  As white commentators noted, “Furniture was destroyed, small shops were 
looted, windows were smashed, [and] trunks were burst open” by mobs in search of 
money and other valuables.  By morning, downtown streets and sidewalks were strewn 





Finally, the militia was summoned around midnight, and streetcar service was 
suspended.  The mob showed no signs of letting up and the crowd was dispersed only 
once a heavy rain began to fall around 2:00 a.m.  Atlanta was then under the control of 
the state militia.  
On Sunday, September 23, the Atlanta newspapers reported that the state militia 
had been mustered to control the mob; they also reported that blacks were no longer a 
problem for whites because Saturday night's violence had driven them off public streets. 
While the police, armed with rifles, and militia patrolled the streets and key landmarks 
and guarded white property, blacks secretly obtained weapons to arm themselves against 
the mob, fearing its return.  Despite the presence of law enforcement, white vigilante 
groups invaded some black neighborhoods.  In some areas, African Americans defended 
their homes and could turn away the incursions into their communities. 
African Americans continued to organize for their defense as anger and terror 
pulsated throughout the black community.  Blacks of all social classes were guarding 
their homes with rifles and guns; black neighborhoods were building their defenses just 
as were many white neighborhoods.  In the past, many black men and women had 
forcibly defended themselves from attacks by the city’s racist police force, and there was 
a long tradition of violent resistance to any white encroachments on black neighborhoods, 
especially among the working class and the poor.  Long after the riot, black residents 
recollected how African Americans had imported rifles and ammunition into their 
neighborhoods during the tense weeks before its outbreak. 19 
                                                          





On the night of the riot, many African Americans courageously battled the white 
mob or struggled to silence newspaper vendors and other whites attempting to provoke 
the restive crowds to violence.  From Saturday through Tuesday, black individuals and 
small groups hurled rocks and bricks at passing streetcars, and they chased down white 
individuals who entered their neighborhoods, whether accidentally or on purpose.  Blacks 
vocally threatened whites with curses and epithets and fired bullets at police attempting 
to arrest blacks.  On Tuesday, a group of young black men beat a young white boy in a 
residential section bordering Piedmont Avenue.  Although such confrontations were 
perhaps more numerous and intense in the immediate wake of the riot, similar racial 
events frequently occurred in the city during the late nineteenth century and early 
twentieth century.  
Truly extraordinary, however, was the initial success of black Atlantans in 
repulsing massive white assaults against two of their own neighborhoods, first in Dark 
Town and then in Brownsville.  On Sunday evening, the black residents of Dark Town, 
an area just down the hill from Peachtree Street in the vicinity of Houston Street and 
Auburn Avenue, turned out the lights of their makeshift wooden shanties and prepared 
for the possibility of attack by whites.  The neighborhood’s residents reportedly 
responded to white officials’ promises for protection with the curt rejoinder, “Don’t send 
the militia; we want the mob!” Though perhaps apocryphal, this urban legend reveals 
Dark Town’s reputation among both blacks and whites as one of Atlanta’s roughest 





of outsiders, especially the notoriously racist city police.20  As whites gathered on the hill 
near Peachtree Street, blacks, hearing their yells, darkened the path by putting out 
streetlamps.  A procession of whites carrying torches and firearms moved down Houston 
Street toward a row of respectable black homes that divided the white neighborhoods to 
the west from Dark Town to the east.  Before the mob could harm any person or property, 
a group of African Americans fired guns into its ranks.  With the whites temporarily 
dazed, the African Americans fired again.  The whites finally broke ranks and bolted 
back up Houston Street.  As historian Carole Merritt has noted, Dark Town’s defensive 
success blocked the further advancement of whites eastward into an area heavily 
populated by blacks. 
The residents of Brownsville first heard reports of rioting late Saturday night.  
The community, composed primarily of middle-class African Americans, had coalesced 
around Gammon Theological Seminary and Clark College, approximately three miles 
south of Five Points.  Its residents included store owners, professors, college 
administrators, and postal workers, many of whom owned attractive, handsomely 
furnished homes nestled adjacent to the well-tended grounds of the two colleges. 
Through Sunday and Monday, wild rumors circulated among residents that blacks were 
still being massacred in downtown Atlanta and that the mob was on its way to attack their 
tiny settlement.  Many townspeople sought safety in the chapel of Gammon Theological 
Seminary, where they prayed for an end to the carnage.  Gammon interim president John 
Wesley Bowen worked feverishly comforting residents and attempting, unsuccessfully, to 
negotiate by phone with city officials to dispatch law enforcement officials to protect 
                                                          





Brownsville.  Meanwhile rumors of a very different sort were spreading through white 
Atlanta, rumors that Brownsville’s residents were planning a retaliatory strike against 
nearby white settlements.  On Monday evening, seven policemen joined three deputized 
citizens to mount an offensive against Brownsville. 21 
At approximately 8:00 p.m. on the Jonesboro Road just outside the settlement, the 
county police contingent came upon a small, open-air meeting of African Americans, 
many of whom were armed.  The police arrested six of them.  Continuing down 
Jonesboro Road with their prisoners in tow, the officers sighted approximately twenty-
five additional African Americans.  Upon seeing the officers, these Brownsville residents 
retreated toward their village, pursued by the white posse.  Now cornered, the local 
residents feared the white posse was bent on destroying their village.  Upon entering the 
settlement, Officer Henry Poole ordered the residents to raise their hands in surrender. 
The two groups exchanged shots—each side charged the other with firing the first volley. 
In the ensuing melee, the villagers shot and killed Officer Jim Heard and slightly injured 
four other posse members.  Black resident Frank Fambro, a grocer, died during the 
encounter, while other African Americans sustained injuries.  Blacks scattered into their 
houses.  Clearly outnumbered, the white posse retreated to a white residential 
neighborhood at the intersection of Jonesboro and McDonough Roads.  From there, the 
leaders of the posse telephoned both the county sheriff and militia commander Clifford 
Anderson.  The white contingent, still holding its Brownsville prisoners, boarded a 
passing streetcar and began making its way into Atlanta. 
                                                          





At 10:30 p.m., at the intersection of Crew and Jefferson Streets, a white mob 
halted the trolley. Two of the suspects, Sam McGruder, a brick mason, and Wiley 
Brooks, escaped from the vehicle and ran up Crew Street tailed by white pursuers. Just as 
the two black men reached a nearby porch, the mob overtook the suspects and, in the 
words of a local newspaper, “literally” shot them “to pieces.”22  Magruder died; his 
companion was in critical condition.  A white pregnant neighbor, Mary Thompson, 
thirty-five years old and already ailing from another health problem, was reportedly so 
shocked by the scene that she dropped dead of heart failure.  
Encountering a bedridden resident, the soldiers shoved revolvers against his chest 
and shot him several times in front of his family members.  The victim miraculously 
survived.  When carpenter Sam Robinson refused to halt on the militiamen’s orders, the 
soldiers opened fire and fatally wounded him.  President Bowen, wrongfully blamed by 
white officials for Officer Heard’s death, was assaulted by soldiers and kept under house 
arrest throughout the morning.  A seventy-year-old man was later found dead in a nearby 
grocery store with a knife wound across his abdomen.  For two hours, the military 
searched the houses.  They arrested more than 250 African Americans, of whom 
approximately 70, charged with either weapons violations or Heard’s murder, were 
marched to the county jail.  Wives, daughters, and sisters wailed and prayed as their 
houses were searched and their husbands and fathers were assaulted and arrested. 
The county police, still convinced that armed African Americans threatened white 
Atlantans, scoured the area around Gammon Theological Seminary until early afternoon. 
                                                          





Sheriff Nelms deputized 300 whites in case the militia proved inadequate to the task of 
maintaining order and protecting the city’s white population.  Law enforcement officials  
readied streetcars to transport the militia to any area of the city.23  In all, at least four 
black men were killed in Brownsville during the riot.  Struggles between whites and 
blacks throughout the city continued through Tuesday morning.  Mobs of white men shot 
to death a black man in the vicinity of the South Pryor Street and Ridge Avenue 
intersection; another crowd of white men “literally shot off” both legs of another African- 
American male on Haygood Avenue.  In gunfire exchange near Inman Park, law 
enforcement officials reportedly killed two more black men.  While the city remained 
tense the rest of the day, members of the militia and the police continued to disband white 
mobs and search for armed blacks without a major confrontation. 
The official estimate of the number of individuals killed during the riot grossly 
underreported the three days’ mortalities.  On December 29, 1906, Chamber of 
Commerce representatives published the findings of an official riot investigation 
suggesting that only twelve persons had died.  This figure included three of the four 
Brownsville deaths and the two whites who died in the riot’s aftermath and Officer Heard 
and Mary Thompson.  The report concluded, “Wild rumors of a larger number killed 
have no foundation that we can discover.”24  The chamber representatives had an obvious 
interest in minimizing the number of fatalities to protect their city’s long-guarded image. 
Accounts of killings found in several newspapers—including the report about the three 
black men said to have been killed on the first trolley car attacked at the Peachtree and 
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Marietta intersection—were never tallied in official records because the victims’ bodies 
were never found.  The county coroner decided early not to conduct an inquest into the 
riot’s mortalities.  In contrast to the official numbers, the most conservative newspaper 
accounts immediately following the riot suggested sixteen black deaths on Saturday night 
alone.  But even this number is clearly an undercount.  The News estimated on Sunday 
that as many as twenty or thirty blacks had been killed, and city newspapers were filled 
with reports of corpses reportedly seen on “good authority” mysteriously disappearing 
overnight.  White public officials and black commentators noted that many African 
Americans secretly interred their dead comrades to ensure them proper burials.  
 Prominent white Atlanta citizen, John Slaton, argued that the local newspapers, 
far from exaggerating the white rioters’ violence, left untold “one-half the things done 
and the outrages committed” by whites against blacks that Saturday night.  Francis 
Jackson Garrison recounted a private conversation with Walter Hines Page in which the 
Southern white journalist contended that there were hundreds of mortalities, perhaps 250, 
that night.  Black Atlantans frequently stressed the undercounting of white fatalities much 
more than the underreporting of black fatalities.  Jesse Max Barber estimated as many as 
six white deaths on Saturday night alone, and throughout his life prominent black 
undertaker David T. Howard regaled friends and relatives with stories of the large 
number of whites that public officials asked him to quietly bury.  In addition to Monday 
night’s two white deaths, one could reasonably estimate, at a minimum, a combined total 





Brownsville struggle.  Zeb Long’s lynching and the Tuesday morning deaths of three 
more black men increased the riot’s total mortality count to twenty-six.25 
The riot ended on September 24, 1906.  With the help of Thomas Watson, former 
Populist leader, Hoke Smith won the election for Governor.  The riot had been covered 
throughout the United States as well as internationally and it damaged Atlanta’s image as 
a thriving New South city.  Fears of continued disorder prompted some white civic 
leaders to seek a dialogue with black elites, establishing a rare biracial tradition that 
convinced mainstream northern whites that racial reconciliation was possible in the South 
without national intervention.  Paired with black fears of renewed violence, however, this 
interracial cooperation exacerbated black social divisions as the black elite sought to 
distance itself from the lower class and its interests, leaving the city among the most 
segregated and socially stratified in the nation. 
There were other consequences of the riot as well, both locally and nationally. Its 
aftermath saw a depression of Atlanta’s black community and economy.  The riot 
contributed to the passage of statewide prohibition and black suffrage restriction by 1908.  
Like the court hearings and newspaper analyses that immediately followed the riot, early- 
to midcentury histories of Atlanta place the blame for the violence on the sensational 
newspaper articles.  The mob who rioted, these accounts claim, were working-class or 
unemployed young men and boys, driven to rage by a deadly mix of lurid news stories, a 
sweltering day, and hours of drinking on a half-holiday.  The “better element” of white 
Atlanta, these accounts state, was not involved at all. 
                                                          





While eyewitness accounts and newspaper reports support assertions that most of 
the rioters were blue-collar, contemporary historians are exploring the role that upper-
class white Atlanta might have played, whether directly by encouraging violence, or 
tacitly by ignoring it.  Certainly, law enforcement and elected officials responded slowly; 
the militia was not called until rioting had gone on for three hours, and the sheriff, 
claiming his phone lines had been cut, only responded after being awakened by 
newspaper reporters.26  
Black Disenfranchisement 
With the demise of the agricultural industry in the South, the second great 
migration was in full effect from the years of 1940 to 1970.  During this period, five 
million African Americans moved to the north and west seeking better socioeconomic 
and educational opportunities.  African Americans who chose to remain in the South 
experienced ongoing prejudice and racism, especially in Alabama, Georgia, Virginia, and 
South Carolina.  Tactics such as outrageous poll taxes and unrealistic questions banned 
blacks from exercising their constitutional rights as citizens.  As a result, African 
Americans were discouraged from voting.  Citizenship schools were developed in 
retaliation to racial literacy examinations administered by white officials in the southern 
states in an effort to terminate the ability for African Americans to register to vote.  In the 
state of Virginia, voter registration forms were required to be filled out without any 
assistance.  Furthermore, in the other states such as Louisiana and Mississippi, applicants 
                                                          






were required to interpret a difficult section of the state constitution.27  The belief by 
whites that African Americans were illiterate gave them the confidence that elections 
would be manipulated and white corrupt politicians would remain in power.  Patterned 
after the first citizenship school established by Esau Jenkins and Septima Clark at the 
Highlander School on Johns Island in South Carolina, these schools taught basic literacy 
skills.  In addition to learning how to read and write to pass the voters registration test, 
some reading courses focused on African-American history.28  
Prior to 1949, racist white politicians such as Georgia Governor Eugene 
Talmadge, implemented the “White only Primaries” designed to exclude African 
Americans from participating in the electoral process.  On July 4, 1944, Primus King, a 
duly registered African-American voter from Columbus, Georgia, attempted to vote in 
the Democratic white primary at the courthouse located in Muscogee County.  He was 
refused the opportunity and escorted from the premises by law officials.  Led by Dr. 
Thomas Brewer, a local Columbus civil rights activist, Mr. King engaged the services of 
Oscar D. Smith, a white attorney, who filed a lawsuit against the Muscogee Democratic 
Party Executive board members and its chairman Joseph E. Chapman.  The lawsuit 
alleged that Primus was denied the right to vote as a citizen of the United States.  
    On October 12, 1945 after convincing arguments from Oscar D. Smith and 
secondary attorney Henry S. Strozier, Judge T. Hoyt Davis ruled in favor of Mr. King.  
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The case was appealed to the Fifth Court of Appeals who upheld the decision and ordered 
the Muscogee Democratic Party Executive board members and its chairman Joseph E. 
Chapman to pay monetary damages to Mr. King.  After the Supreme Court refused to 
hear the case, Georgia ruled the” White only Primaries” unconstitutional in 1946.29  
African-American voters began to strive again by increasing the number of registered 
voters. 
Atlanta Negro Voters League 
The Atlanta Negro Voters League (ANVL) organized the city’s African-
American electorate and sought improvements for the black community from 1949 until 
the early 1960s.  Founded on July 7, 1949, the ANVL was an umbrella organization of 
affiliated neighborhood, women's, church, and other local interest groups.  This opened 
the door for the Atlanta Negro Voters League to be organized on July 7, 1949.  This 
bipartisan group was headed by John Wesley Dobbs, head of the Fulton County 
Republican Party, and A. T. Walden, President of the Atlanta National Association of 
Colored People (NAACP) and President of the Fulton County Democratic Party.  John 
Wesley Dobbs was one of several distinguished African-American civic and political 
leaders who worked to achieve racial equality in segregated Atlanta during the first half 
of the twentieth century. 
 
John Wesley Dobbs 
Born in Marietta in 1882 to Minnie and Will Dobbs, John Wesley Dobbs grew up 
in poverty on a farm near Kennesaw.  Two years after his birth his mother and father 
                                                          






separated.  His mother moved to Savannah to work in the home of a white family there, 
leaving Dobbs and his sister in the care of his grandparents and various other relatives. 
Minnie saw her children regularly though, and in 1891 they moved to Savannah to live 
with her. 
In Savannah, Dobbs attended school full time for the first time.  His formal 
education nearly ended after fifth grade because of his family’s financial difficulties, but 
a white woman intervened and offered Dobbs a job that would not interfere with his 
school attendance.  While still in grammar school, Dobbs also shined shoes and 
delivered newspapers to supplement the family income. 
In 1897, at the age of fifteen, Dobbs moved to Atlanta where he continued his 
education at Atlanta Baptist College (later Morehouse College).  His mother’s ill health 
forced Dobbs to drop out of school and return to Savannah to care for her.  He never 
earned a college degree.  He continued his studies independently, however, and passed a 
civil service exam that in 1903 allowed him to become a railway mail clerk for the U.S. 
Post Office in Atlanta. (Dobbs, in fact, would never stop studying and reading 
voraciously during his spare time.)  Dobbs held his position at the post office, a well-
respected one within the black community, for thirty-two years.   
In 1906, Dobbs married Irene Ophelia Thompson with whom he had six 
daughters, all of whom went on to become graduates of Spelman College in Atlanta.  
Mattiwilda Dobbs, his fifth daughter, became an acclaimed opera singer.  Dobbs worked 





attend segregated events and constantly reminded them of their equality.  Additionally, he 
traveled with his family extensively to broaden their range of experience. 
In 1911, Dobbs was initiated into the Prince Hall Masons, a fraternal order that 
attracted socially conscious leaders within the black middle class.  Dobbs was elected 
Grand Master of the Prince Hall Masons of Georgia in 1932, thereby earning the 
nickname “The Grand.”  Through his leadership position with the Masons, he tried to 
instill in Atlanta’s African-American community those same values he worked to pass on 
to his children. 
Dobbs fervently believed that African-American suffrage was the key to racial 
advancement.  He announced a goal of registering 10,000 black voters in Atlanta and 
preached the importance of voter registration in Masonic halls, in African-American 
churches and on street corners.  Dobbs also founded the Atlanta Civic and Political 
League in 1936 and, with attorney A. T. Walden, cofounded the Atlanta Negro Voters 
League in 1946.  Both leagues advocated voter registration and black political unity. 
Due largely to Dobbs’ efforts, African Americans achieved two significant political 
victories in the late 1940s.  In the spring of 1948, Atlanta Mayor William B. 
Hartsfield fulfilled a promise he had made to Dobbs by hiring eight African-American 
police officers.  Although they could patrol only black neighborhoods and could not 
arrest whites, the hiring was a significant challenge to segregation.  The following year, 
Hartsfield fulfilled another campaign promise by installing street lamps on Auburn 
Avenue, the center of Atlanta’s black community.  Both of these achievements served to 





On August 21, 1961, Dobbs suffered a stroke.  He died nine days later on August 
30, 1961, the same day that Atlanta city schools were desegregated.  Martin Luther King 
Jr. was one of the speakers at Dobbs’ funeral and Thurgood Marshall, head of 
the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and future Supreme 
Court justice, served as a pallbearer.  Dobbs received a lasting tribute on January 10, 
1994, when his grandson, Atlanta Mayor Maynard Jackson, changed the name of 
Houston Street to John Wesley Dobbs Avenue.30  
 
A. T. Walden 
Austin Thomas Walden was born in Fort Valley, Georgia on April 12, 1885, to 
former slaves Jennie Tomlin and Jeff Walden.  He attended Fort Valley High and 
Industrial School and was the lone graduate of the class of 1902.  He received a 
bachelor’s degree from Atlanta University in 1907 and a law degree from the University 
of Michigan Law School in 1911. Walden began practicing law in Macon in 1912.  In 
June 1917, he joined the army and during World War I (1917-18) served as a captain and 
assistant judge advocate.  On May 18, 1918, he married Mary Ellen Denney of Baltimore, 
Maryland.  They had two daughters, Jenelsie and Austella.  He received an honorable 
discharge from the military in February 1919 and that same year moved his law practice 
to Atlanta.  In 1948, Walden founded and was president of the Gate City Bar Association 
for African-American lawyers in Atlanta.  He was also a member of the Atlanta and 
American Bar Associations and litigated cases in all levels of the court system of Georgia 
as well as in the U.S. Supreme Court.  He also served as legal counsel for Citizens Trust 
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Company, Mutual Federal Savings and Loan Association, and the National Baptist 
Convention, U.S.A. 
In addition to his legal work, Walden assumed leadership roles in several 
community organizations.  He served as chair of the executive boards of Butler Street 
YMCA and the Atlanta Urban League and was president of both the Atlanta University 
Alumni Association and the Atlanta Branch of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).  He also held positions as the co-chair of the 
Summit Leadership Conference in Atlanta, the national vice president of the NAACP, a 
member of the NAACP’s national legal committee, and the chair of the trustees of Wheat 
Street Baptist Church. 
Walden began his political life as a Republican, serving as chair of the Republican 
Party Executive Committee from the fifth congressional district of Georgia.  In 1940, he 
switched to the Democratic Party and remained active with that party for the next twenty-
five years.  In recognition of the importance of voter participation and the need to 
increase black registration, he became a founder and co-chair of the nonpartisan Atlanta 
Negro Voters League and leader of the All-Citizens Registration Committee.  With these 
visible political positions, Walden could exercise great political influence on behalf of 
black Atlantans.  As the rate of black voting increased in the late 1940s, significant 
progress was made in the black community, such as street and sewer improvements and 
the hiring of black policemen in African-American neighborhoods.3116 31 
                                                          
31  31. Louis Williams, “A. T. Walden (1885-1965),” New Georgia Encyclopedia, accessed 





One of the main concerns of the Atlanta Negro Voters League (ANVL) was to 
back moderate whites and block racist whites from holding office in Atlanta.  The Atlanta 
Negro Voters League’s Executive Committee included the wealthiest and most influential 
African-American professional men in Atlanta.  This group included business, religious, 
civil leaders, university professors, and other distinguished African-American men of the 
community.  
Before the primaries, the ANVL Executive Committee screened and interviewed 
candidates for various city positions at WERD, Atlanta’s black radio station purchased by 
Jesse Blayton Sr.  Then shortly before Election Day, they advertised their slate from 
pulpits, in the Atlanta Daily World, and over the city’s black radio station WERD. The 
ANVL also arranged car pools to the polls and held mass meetings to rally the 
community and demonstrated mechanical voting booth procedures.  The executive 
committee endorsed candidates who were most sympathetic to the ANVL’s goals, which 
included African-American representation in all branches of city administration; 
increased employment opportunities for blacks in municipal jobs; hiring of black 
policemen and firemen; improvement of public services and facilities for black 
neighborhoods; and implementation of school integration.  
To quench the ongoing racial issues, African Americans turned to Mayor William 
M. Hartsfield, a racial moderate, for resolution of such issues as the lack of African-
American policemen, firefighters, and qualified instructors to teach in schools in the 
communities among other concerns.  To regain office, Mayor Hartsfield denied all 





increasing the number of African-American voters and promising well needed 
improvements in the black community, this insured him additional terms as mayor.  Thus, 
he won the election in 1949, 1953, and 1957.  He remained in office until 1961.  
Receiving endorsement from the ANVL, Ivan Allen Jr. succeeded him as mayor.32 17 32 
During the ANVL’s existence, Atlanta primaries consistently pitted segregationists 
against several white moderates.  Recognizing that African-American voters signified the 
balance of power against strong running racists, white moderates competed for ANVL 
endorsement.  During the administrations of these racial moderates, conditions in 
Atlanta’s African-American community improved as they provided better housing and 
lighting in the black business district and moved to implement several other of the 
ANVL’s goals.  However, in 1953 with the help of moderate white voters, Atlanta 
University President, Rufus Clements, joined the Atlanta Board of Education to become 
the first black citywide elected official.  Atlanta’s first black pharmacist, Miles Amos, 
and Attorney A. T. Walden won bids to represent their heavily black districts on the city 
executive committee—the body responsible for conducting elections.33 18 33   
In the early 1960s, Atlanta’s African-American community clearly split over the 
pace of civil rights reform.  The city’s students resisted domination by older leaders who 
so thoroughly controlled the ANVL Executive Committee.  This trend weakened the 
ANVL’s influence during the early 1960s, and by the time of Walden’s death in 1965, 
Atlanta’s black leadership was more fractured than ever.  
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With the increasing publicity, education, and wealth of African Americans, a 
division of the social classes occurred causing disunity between the black elitists, the 
working class, and the unemployed.  By 1932, the state of Georgia had the most educated 
African-Americans of the southern states.  “Sweet Auburn Avenue,” as it was commonly 
referred to, was known for historical churches including Big Bethel, Wheat Street, and 
Ebenezer Baptist.  Wealthy elitists owned businesses on Auburn Avenue such as Citizens 
Trust (the first black owned bank), Standard Life (the second insurance company founded 
by Henan Perry), and the Rucker Building erected in 1904 by Henry Rucker, a former 
slave who had been appointed Internal Revenue Service Officer for the Georgia region by 
President McKinley.  On Auburn Avenue, one would also find Gate City Drug Store, 
owned by Moses Amos, the first black pharmacist in Georgia, and Gus Williams’ 
Piedmont Ice Cream Store.  
Black-owned pharmacies, retailers, restaurants, funeral homes, grocers, and a 
weekly newspaper, the Atlanta Independent, served the African-American community 
which accounted for 40 percent of the metro area’s total population.  Furthermore, 
Atlanta was the site of the August 1906 annual convention of Booker T. Washington’s 
National Negro Business League.34 The famous street was also home of the first black 
Atlanta newspaper, the Atlanta Daily World, Prince Mason Hall, and a popular 
                                                          





entertainment venue named the Peacock Club.  In 1956, Fortune magazine designated 
Auburn Avenue as “the richest Negro street in the world.35 
Probably one of the most well-known black elitist was Alonzo Herndon, a former 
slave and the first black millionaire, who founded the Atlanta Life Insurance Company in 
1905.  Mr. Herndon also owed several barbershops where black barbers served white 
clients such as the city’s leading judges, lawyers, politicians, and businessmen.  He and 
his barbers were “known from Richmond, Virginia all the way to Mobile, Alabama as the 
best barbers in the South.”  He personally performed barber services for the influential 
officials within the state.36 Another well-known elitist, John Wesley Dobbs, a well-
known civil leader, served as the “unofficial mayor” of the neighborhood.  To further 
discuss the black elite, one must make mention of prominent black elitist families who 
married within the same social circle.  For example, Henry Rucker, former Federal 
Income Tax Collector married Annie Long, daughter of Jefferson Franklin Long.  Out of 
their union, they bore six children.  Locally, one of the Rucker daughters, Lucy, married 
Walter H. “Chief’ Aiken, a famous architect and former coach at Atlanta University who 
was instrumental in getting funding for homes to be built for the black working middle 
class in Atlanta. 
As the city’s white leadership responded with legal restrictions intended to control 
the daily behavior of the growing elitist class by an expansion of Jim Crow laws, which 
were designed to separate white and black neighborhoods, wealthy African Americans 
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searched for a neutral area where there could be unity.  Therefore, they moved to well- 
established neighborhoods near Auburn Avenue or on the west side near the prestigious 
Atlanta University Center (AUC).  The black elite consisted of university presidents such 
as John Hope, prominent ministers including Dr. Martin Luther King Sr., and attorney 
A.T. Walden.  Many attended the colleges and university in the AUC or served on the 
faculty or the board of the institutions.  
In addition to the home of Atlanta University Center, the western suburbs were 
also the site of the Atlanta’s first black high school, Booker T. Washington.  By 1920, 
wealthy and middle-class African Americans had begun to relocate from the poverty-
stricken, crime ridden, and overcrowded east side.  W. H. Aiken, a black developer with 
the help of white builder Edgar Craighead, built and sold homes at reasonable prices.  In 
1940, the number of African Americans living on the west side of Atlanta had increased 
to 40 percent.  The expanding community attracted semiskilled workers, and construction 
workers.  W.H Aiken’s lobbying to the Federal Housing Administration to reduce the 
building and loan stipulations and offer low interest loans facilitated a program which 
enabled these families to purchase homes within their means.  Ruby Parks Blackburn, a 
maid for a school at the time, and her husband, Andrew, a laborer, were benefactors of 
this program. 
  In contrast, the black lower working class lived in substandard areas in the 
shadow of the wealthy neighborhoods.  Communities such as Beaver’s Slide, White 
Alley, West Fair Street Bottom, and Battle Alley were classified as ghettos.  There were 





There were unsanitary conditions such as raw sewage and open toilets.  The city of 
Atlanta burned garbage between Beckwith and Fair streets.  Crime and disease were out 
of control.  
Because of Jim Crow laws, the working class was given positions deemed “Negro 
Jobs.”   These jobs were like jobs done during slavery time and were often the most 
demeaning and dirtiest.  The compensation was little or nothing which resulted in the 
need for an additional wage earner in the home for survival.  By 1930, over 57 percent of 
African-American women and girls over the age of 10 were forced to enter the work 
force in Atlanta to make ends meet.  This total was double the number of white women 
working during this time.37  
 
Social Activist Organizations 
Women’s social activism started as early as the nineteenth century.  Prior to the 
actual Civil Rights Movement, there were other African-American women social activist 
groups.  As early as 1835 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, The Daughters of Africa, some 
200 strong, serving primarily as washerwomen and servants, were activists.  Throughout 
the nation, domestic workers began uniting with other organizations for better wages.  
The Domestic Workers Union which was affiliated with the Building Service Union 
began organizing in New York City in 1934.  In a mobilizing effort, Dora Jones, then 
black executive secretary of the group, spearheaded a recruitment campaign.  This 
resulted in the fact that by 1939 the organization membership consisted of 75 percent 
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black women.  Another organization founded by domestic workers was the Domestic 
Workers Association sponsored by the National Negro Congress in 1937 also in New 
York City.  It is interesting to note that during this period, the YWCA and several other 
predominately white groups gave short-lived attention to the problems of domestic 
workers.  The National Association of Colored Women's Clubs, Inc. (NACW) was the 
product of a merger of the National Federation of African-American Women (NFAAW) 
and the National League of Colored Women (NLCW).  These groups were established by 
predominantly middle- and upper-middle-class African-American women to challenge 
racism, discrimination, and segregation and to foster racial advancement and community 
uplift. 
 
National Association of Colored Women 
 
 The National Association of Colored Women was established in 1894 to create by 
word and by deed a positive environment and opportunity for all black women, regardless 
of socioeconomic status.  The motto of the NACW was “Lifting as We Climb.”   Club 
members’ attitudes toward the poor and lower class were much different from that of 
society.  Because of learned life experiences, the members recognized that circumstances 
of birthright or previous experience not mentioned were not the underlying causes of 
separation from the white masses.  The issues of health, morality, and education were of 
grave concern within the club.  Club members focused on “how to help and protect a 
defenseless and tempted young woman; how to aid some poor boy to complete a much-





district; and how to instruct deficient mothers in the difficulties of child training as 
quoted by Fannie Barrier Williams.”38 
In less than twenty years after its establishment, the NACW membership grew to 
50,000 women, which was representative of twenty-eight federations and over 1,000 
clubs.  As a predecessor to such organizations as the NAACP and National Urban 
League, several NACW projects, such as the kindergarten programs, were adopted by 
these groups.  NACW club members, including Charlotte Hawkins Brown, Lucy C. 
Laney, and Mary McLeod Bethune, founded schools while another club member, 
Lugenia Burns Hope, founded Atlanta Neighborhood Union which, among other 
accomplishments, established a health care center to treat tuberculosis and other 
diseases.39 
 
National Federation of African-American Women 
Predominantly middle- and upper-middle-class African-American women 
established the NFAAW to challenge racism, discrimination, and segregation and to 
foster racial advancement and community uplift in Boston, Massachusetts in 1895 after 
an invitation from the New Era Club to attend a national meeting.  A letter that John W. 
Jacks, President of the Missouri Press Association, sent to Florence Balgarnie of England 
acted as a catalyst in hastening their meeting.  In the letter, Jacks challenged the character 
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of African-American women to undermine the black journalist Ida B. Wells’ anti-
lynching activities in Britain.  England was the largest importer of southern cotton, and 
Jacks feared that negative publicity about race relations in the United States would 
imperil the South’s economy.  While Jacks’ letter may have served as a catalyst, black 
women insisted that long before “the base slanders, born in the vile mind of a common 
Missouri white man,” they were actively working among their people to promote racial 
progress.40  
National League of Colored Women 
In 1895, female members of Washington’s black elite under the leadership of 
Mary Church Terrell, educator, lecturer, and politician, and educator, Anna Julia Cooper, 
founded the National League of Colored Women (NLCW).  The NLCW resolved “to 
collect all facts obtainable to show the moral, intellectual, industrial, and social growth 
and attainments of our people, to foster unity of purpose, to consider and determine 
methods which will promote the interests of colored people.”  Specifically, the NLCW 
sought to redress black grievances such as lynching, exploitation of women and children, 
educational and economic disparities, disfranchisement, and other Jim Crow laws that 
threatened to place African Americans in a permanent caste at the bottom of society.41 
 
The Atlanta Washerwomen’s Strike 
The July 1881 Washerwomen’s Strike in Atlanta proved to be an influential 
protest by African-American women in the late nineteenth century.  The women took a 
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stand for higher wages and respect for their work.  During the post-civil war era in 
Atlanta, over one-half of African Americans in the workforce were women.  More than 
half of the city’s black residents—and half of the black wage earners—were women. 
Black women largely were responsible for sustaining not only their families but their 
communities as well.  One-third of black women living in Atlanta, as in other cities, 
raised families alone.  Ninety eight percent of them were domestics and head of the 
household and most were employed as laundresses. The average age ranged from 10 
years to 65 years or older and outnumbered male laborers. 
Laundry work was the most difficult of domestic jobs, and industrialization made 
the chore even more dreadful.  Manufactured cloth—especially washable fabrics such as 
cotton—made clothing more available so people had more clothes than ever before. 
Laundry work was the first chore women would hire someone else to perform if her 
family had the slightest bit of extra money.  In the North, women would send their 
family’s dirty clothes to a commercial laundry at the time.  But in the South, technology 
was lagging and even poor whites could send some wash to black women. 
Laundresses had the most difficult task of all domestics.  The long hours began on 
Mondays and continued throughout Saturday when the clothes were delivered.  The city 
of Atlanta water system was outdated and unsanitary.  These women were required to 
carry gallons of water from hydrants, wells, and pumps to boil, wash, and rinse clothes.  
They used washtubs constructed from beer barrels, made soap from lye and starch from 





worked outside in unbearable conditions having to deal with the smell of raw sewage and 
unpicked up trash.  The average wage was $4 to $8 per week which rarely changed.  
     In July 1881, a group of twenty black washerwomen met in a church in the 
community of Summerhill located near downtown Atlanta and established a labor 
organization called the Washing Society.  With the backing of black ministers from all 
over the city, they held a major meeting to increase membership and plan a strike for 
higher wages including a uniform rate of $1.00 per dozen pound of cleaning autonomy 
and respect for their work.  The group launched a door to door campaign to recruit 
members for the worthy cause and support the strike.  Within three weeks, the 
membership had grown to over 3,000 washerwomen including some white washerwomen 
which presented only two percent of the working community.42  The Washing Society 
became problematic for the city of Atlanta.  Opponents of the group referred to them as 
the “Washing Amazons.”  Intimidation tactics such arrests, fines, and house visits did not 
discourage the members.  The City Council then proposed a $25 annual fee to be paid by 
members of the organization.  The members agreed to pay the fee; however, the strike 
continued.  To follow in the footsteps of the northern states that used commercial 
laundries, the City Council offered nonprofit tax status to any local businesses interested 
in starting commercial laundries in Atlanta.  This caused a rift between the white 
establishments and the city politicians. 
  The striking workers inspired others to voice their concerns.  The hotel workers 
went on strike and other domestics demanded better wages.  Recognizing the importance 
                                                          






of the black workforce, the fear of the inability to find replacements and pressure from 
the white establishment, the City Council vetoed the proposed fees.  In the end, the strike 
not only raised wages it, more importantly, established laundresses and all black women 
workers as instrumental to the New South’s economy.  The white establishment was 
forced to acknowledge that black women workers, who were former slaves, were not 
invisible. 
 
The Neighborhood Union 
The Neighborhood Union was founded by Lugenia Burns Hope, wife of Atlanta 
Baptist College (later changed to Morehouse College) President John Hope.  On her first 
night in Atlanta, Georgia, while living in Graves Hall on campus, she was awakened by 
an ongoing brawl in the nearby ghetto neighborhood.  She never found out the cause, 
however after several weeks, she joined with various groups, including W.E.B. Dubois to 
organize the 1898 “Conference on Welfare of Negro Children.”  The conference focused 
on the safety of Negro children left at home locked inside or wandering outside while 
their mothers worked.  Thus, conference participants decided to open free kindergartens 
for working mothers.  This was well needed since there were no recreational facilities for 
Negro children to play as Mrs. Hope found out after the birth of her first child in 1901. 
Prior to establishing the Neighborhood Union, Lugenia Burns Hope served as 
chairman of the newly formed kindergartens.  These organizations were changed into 
community centers and committees were organized to solicit funds.  In addition, Mrs.  





Atlanta Baptist College agreed to allot a small area on campus for children to play.  The 
children were closely chaperoned by mothers.  
Born in 1871 in St. Louis, Missouri, the youngest of seven children, Lugenia 
became an activist at an early age.  Lugenia grew up in Chicago and was forced to quit 
school when her father passed away.  She worked as a dressmaker and bookkeeper for 
twelve years working with charitable settlement groups such as Kings Daughters and 
Hull House and Jane Addams.  In her mid-twenties, Lugenia met John Hope, a young 
theology student at Brown University.  They married and moved to Nashville, Tennessee, 
where he had accepted a professorship at Roger Williams University.  Lugenia became 
involved in community activities, organized work for campus women, taught physical 
education, and arts and crafts classes at Roger Williams University.  
After moving to Atlanta, Lugenia witnessed the unsanitary conditions and unsafe 
environment in the underprivileged west side black community caused by legal 
segregation and Jim Crow laws.  In July 1908, Lugenia Burns Hope, wife of the president 
of Morehouse College, invited to her home eight middle-class women to discuss the need 
for settlement activities in Atlanta’s underprivileged black neighborhoods.  The core 
group that Lugenia organized was called the Neighborhood Union.  It became her most 
important legacy.  The meeting resulted in the formation of committees that collected 
demographic data to assess community concerns and to help plan Neighbor Union 
programs.  Moreover, she heard the story of how a young black woman died of a serious 





Atlanta Baptist (later Morehouse) College, where Hope’s husband, John, was then 
president.43   
Deemed the premier volunteer social work agency, the motto of the organization 
was “Thy Neighbor Thy Self.”  The agency raised the standard of living in the 
community and made the west side of Atlanta a better place to rear our children.”   The 
“elite” West Fair Neighborhood where AUC was located was surrounded by black slum 
areas.  These areas were known as West Fair Street Bottoms, Beaver Slide, and Battle’s 
Alley.  Unsanitary conditions such as outside toilets, rubbish and the stench of raw 
sewage made life unbearable.  Furthermore, in other nearby areas such as Peters Street, 
White’s Alley, and Roach street, brothels, gambling joints, and murder caused an unsafe 
living environment for children.  To level streets filled with holes, the city of Atlanta 
dumped and burned trash on Beckwith and Fair Streets. 
In Atlanta, Lugenia started working in a neighborhood known as West Fair, close 
to the College.  She recruited Morehouse students to go door-to-door interviewing 
residents, to learn about the circumstances facing local families.  During the first year, 
with the help from Morehouse students, committees were organized to access the needs 
of the disadvantaged community.  Using the information gathered, Lugenia induced the 
College to provide space for daycare, kindergartens, and recreational facilities.  The 
Neighborhood Union (NU) became an international model for community building and 
race/gender activism.  The Union utilized black students and teachers in colleges to 
provide services to blacks that were not offered by any other agency or governmental 
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body, and it helped to organize the community to fight discrimination in education.  Its 
successes enabled the black community to appreciate the importance of being united to 
overcome odds.  
By 1909, the NU successfully circulated petitions and presented it to the Atlanta 
legislature to remove a “House of Repute” from the deprived neighborhood.  The group 
offered classes in personal and home care, visited the sick and shut in, provided 
entertainment for young girls, and coordinated after-school activities for children.  Using 
money from fundraisers and membership dues, the NU sponsored health clinics.  In 1911 
the Neighborhood Union was incorporated and became active in fourteen communities 
throughout Atlanta.  Within a year, the Union extended its services to fourteen black 
neighborhoods in Atlanta.  The organizational structure of the NU ensured that the 
group's expansion did not weaken the quality of its programs.  Hope, who served as NU 
president during the early years, led a Board of Management, Board of Directors, 
neighborhood committees, and directors in charge of districts.  No organizational 
component, however, was considered more important than the membership.  
In September 1915, after outgrowing several sites, the NU opened a 
Neighborhood House staffed with a paid director and several employees. Initially, the NU 
financed its program goals through membership dues and fundraisers.  In 1920, the city 
provided some funds for health care programs for preschoolers.  Improved educational 
facilities, community health campaigns, neighborhood beautification, and the replication 





As the Neighborhood Union grew, Lugenia Burns Hope acquired a national 
reputation as a community leader and became a major force challenging racism and 
initiating interracial cooperation.  Lugenia also worked closely with interchurch groups 
and women’s clubs and joined the struggle to address discriminatory practices relating to 
YMCA resources.  Her activism also extended to include work with The Association of 
Southern Women for The Prevention of Lynching, an interracial effort aimed at creating 
a national bill to prohibit lynching and mandating the prosecution of local law officials 
that engaged in it.   
As First Vice President of the Atlanta chapter of the NAACP, she created 
citizenship schools.  These were six-week classes on voting, democracy and the 
Constitution that were taught by professors at Atlanta University.  Her refusal to allow 
injustice to pass unchallenged cost her allies and support but under her leadership, the 
Neighborhood Union successfully lobbied for the first African-American high school in 
Atlanta (Booker T. Washington), raised the salaries of black teachers, and established the 
first public housing for African Americans in the country.  Additionally, through the 
labors of the Neighborhood Union, streets were paved, lights and sewers installed, forty 
houses repaired, and general improvements were made on twenty streets in the black 
areas of the city.  Most importantly was the establishment of a health care center for the 
treatment of all illnesses.  By 1927, over 1,000 children were seen annually.  The clinic 
expanded to incorporate additional services such as medical, dental, and mother’s clinics.   
In the ensuing years, over 4,000 people utilized the facility.44  
                                                          






For more than six decades, the women of the ANU helped to improve the quality 
of life for African Americans in Atlanta.  After all but one of the chartered members 
passed away, the Neighborhood Union officially disbanded on June 17, 1962 after over 
fifty years of service to the black community.45 
 
Civil Rights Movement 
Because of continuing injustices throughout the United States such as the Emmett 
Till lynching in Mississippi, Rosa Parks’ refusal to surrender her seat on the bus, and the 
conquest for indistinguishable rights for all, such as quality education and desegregation, 
the Civil Rights Movement was born.  African-American women were scorned and 
disliked by white women, raped and lynched by white men and treated as third class 
citizens relative to their African-American men and were not given the recognition that 
they rightly deserved.  Thus, there was a need for African-American women to unite. 
There were additional activists who served as the catalysts for the social movement 
throughout the country.  Georgia Gilmore, a cook and domestic worker, performed 
another of the most important ranked roles.  To raise money to support the boycott, 
Gilmore single-handedly organized the Club from Nowhere, which she ingeniously 
named to avoid compromising white as well as black patrons.  She headed this club and 
because of her efforts, lost her job working in a café.  The club members went door-to- 
door asking for donations and selling dinner plates and baked goods.  They made weekly 
reports on all the money collected from all kinds of people blacks and whites.  Some of 
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these people did not want it known that they had given money to the movement, so they 
would not give Mrs. Gilmore and the other ladies checks that could be traced, only cash. 
Mrs. Gilmore made sure they did not tell anybody who had made the donations and 
justifiably, called it the Club from Nowhere so that none of the people giving them could 
be in the least bit accused of supporting the movement.  When Georgia Gilmore’s 
employer learned of her activism, she was fired from her job as a cook and blacklisted 
from other jobs in Montgomery.   
 However, Gilmore was undaunted and continued her fundraising activities by 
cooking and baking goods in her home, selling the items door-to-door, and then turning 
over all monies to the Montgomery Improvement Association, the boycott’s male-
dominated organizing unit.46  Georgia Gilmore passed away on the 25th anniversary of 
the Selma March while preparing food for civil rights activists.47  Women have always 
taken the front line of participation in the social activist movement in the South.  The 
Women’s Political Council of Alabama was originally founded by Mary Fair Burke who 
was also an instructor at the historically black college, Alabama State College.  The 
original mission statement was to provide youth with better educational opportunities.  
However, in 1950, Joann Gibson Robinson, the new president reorganized the group into 
a protest oriented direction.  This group planned the Montgomery bus boycott long before 
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Rosa Parks made the decision to say no.48  Based on an incident that she experienced 
during a bus ride upon her arrival in 1949, Robinson was very aware of the injustice 
suffered by blacks in general and by black women on the city buses.  As president of the 
WPC of Montgomery, in May 1954, Robinson, representing the WPC, wrote to the 
mayor of Montgomery complaining about the poor treatment of black women on buses 
and threatened a boycott.  Following the arrest of Rosa Parks, Robinson drafted, 
mimeographed, and with the assistance of her students, distributed a leaflet calling for a 
boycott of the bus company.  Robinson’s actions were important due to erroneous belief 
that the Montgomery bus boycott is the symbolic beginning of the modern Civil Rights 
Movement. 
It is interesting to note that historians generally credit the ministers of the 
Montgomery Improvement Association (MIA) with launching the boycott.  Yet, initially, 
ministers of the MIA were reluctant to participate openly with the Montgomery Bus 
Boycott and offered support secretly however, with encouragement from E. D Nixon, the 
ministers joined the boycott.  Nevertheless, Robinson noted that it was after her circular 
was made public "that the ministers decided that it was time for them, the leaders, to 
stand beside their female counterparts.49   
The bus boycott was organized in response to the arrest of Rosa Parks, who, on 
December 1, 1955, refused to give up her seat to a white passenger.  That day is 
recognized as the beginning of the civil rights movement.  The Montgomery bus boycott, 
which lasted for 13 months, had several effects on the future of the civil rights 
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movement.  First, it established Martin Luther King, Jr. as the voice and leader for the 
movement.  Second, it opened the eyes of African Americans to the strength and power 
they had when united in their struggle for rights as first-class citizens.  Finally, it was 
symbolic of what was to follow in other states for the following ten years.  
In Georgia, three factors provided an opportunity for community organizers to 
strengthen existing civil rights initiatives and establish new ones during the 1940s: the 
lowering of the voting age from twenty-one to eighteen in 1943; the abolition of the 
“whites only” primary in 1944; and the temporary end to the poll tax in 1945.  From the 
beginning, women were among the leaders headquartered in Atlanta and Savannah who 
ignited activism among black Georgians. They carried out mass voter-education and 
registration drives in their cities, swelled the rolls of their political organizations, and 
established NAACP chapters in towns and hamlets throughout the state.  They 
encouraged African Americans to support moderate white candidates for local and state 
offices.  When moderate candidates won, black leaders negotiated with them for such 
concessions as the hiring of black police officers in Atlanta and Savannah (the first in the 
South since Reconstruction), the selection of black jurors on court cases, the extension of 
hospital privileges to black doctors, and increases in funding for black public schools. 
During this foundational period, Georgia’s black women carried on their tradition of 
agency and advocacy through leadership roles in the NAACP and the Urban League and 
behind the scenes in school, church, and social organizations and in civic clubs.  By the 
spring of 1946 the number of registered black voters across Georgia had risen from fewer 





vote, it was the largest black electorate in any southern state at the time.  In Atlanta alone 
that year, the number of blacks registered to vote rose from approximately 3,000 to more 
than 21,000, in large measure because of women activists within a coalition called the All 
Citizens Registration Committee.  Historian Kathryn Nasstrom wrote the following:  
The conduct of the drive at the level of community organizations also 
suggested women’s equal, and at times superior, contribution.  Women’s 
organizations were among the groups to which ACRC made special appeals, 
and when asked, women responded, at times outdistancing the men. They 
became models held up for emulation.”50 
 
One prominent black woman leader and activist was Ella Jo Baker. Born in 
Norfolk, Virginia, Baker graduated from Shaw University in Raleigh, North Carolina, 
and then lived almost half her life in New York City. She spent fewer than five years in 
Atlanta, beginning in 1958 when she was fifty-five years old.  Yet for that brief period 
she was at the center of an intense, tumultuous shift in focus from litigation and 
negotiation to aggressive direct action.  During her years in Georgia, Ella Baker became 
an icon of the civil rights movement for two primary reasons: her crucial roles in 
establishing the Southern Christian Leadership Conference and later the Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and her unwavering advocacy of principles of 
participatory democracy—grassroots leadership—and direct action to effect social 
change. 
In 1960, after students from North Carolina Agricultural and Technical College 
staged a sit-in at a Woolworth store, Ella Baker organized 300 students at her alma mater, 
Shaw University also a HBCU for the South Wide Student Leadership Conference on 
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Nonviolent Resistance to Segregation.  The name was then changed to the Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee.51 Diane Nash Bevel, Youth Coordinator for the 
SCLC along with Ella Baker helped to develop SNCC.  This organization was created to 
fight white oppression by mobilizing college students across the South to coordinate sit-
ins, gain publicity, and support leaders of the Civil Rights Movement.  SNCC was 
instrumental in the voter registration successes in the South and was an integral 
component of the Freedom Riders of 1961.  
To some extent, the civil rights movement, especially SNCC, adopted a female 
style and vision of leadership during the early 1960s embodied by Septima Clark and Ella 
Baker.  Clark and Baker focused on organizing a broad-based, decentralized, grassroots 
movement led by ordinary people.  They emphasized the goal of empowering individuals 
and communities as opposed to obtaining federal legislation. Arguably, in the latter half 
of the 1960s, as the civil rights movement grew more militant, Baker’s and Clark’s vision 
and style declined in significance.  The tendency of the media to seek out men rather than 
women and to focus on sensational actions rather than quiet leadership reinforced this 
shift.  Yet even the Black Panther Party, which too many symbolized a macho style of 
leadership, had its female side, most notably its community breakfast and educational 
programs and its emphasis on empowering ordinary men and women.52 
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In the early 1960s, both the SCLC and student leaders continued the fundamental 
civil rights imperative of voter education and registration.  The SCLC Citizenship 
Education Program (CEP) became the vehicle for systematizing this work.  In 1961, 
Dorothy Forman Cotton joined SCLC to help establish the CEP.  She worked for the 
organization for twelve years, serving as the SCLC education director, the only woman 
on the organization’s executive staff.  She, Andrew Young, and Septima Clark were the 
team charged with establishing the CEP by exporting the Highlander Folk School’s 
citizenship program to SCLC.  At the SCLC Dorchester Center in South Georgia, Cotton 
taught basic literacy, together with the workings of the government, in preparation for  
literacy tests.  She also trained grassroots African Americans to establish citizenship 
schools and organize protests in their own communities.53 
African-American women in the South formed the backbone of the movement 
whether it was from bus boycotts in Montgomery, the citizenship schools of South 
Carolina, organization of SNCC Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, the 
founding of a union to promote fair treatment for domestics or the establishment of a 
league of Negro Women Voters which was instrumental in increasing the number of 
African-American police officers, firefighters and educators in Atlanta Georgia.  Their 
motivation to participate in the civil rights movement came from a long line of women 
who were not afraid to stand up for what they believed.  Many women involved in the 
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movement were inspired from early childhood to fight for the rights of all people of 
African descent. 
White women initiated the first United States women’s rights meeting at Seneca 
Falls, New York.  One of the main issues was the resolution allowing women the right to 
vote.  The Women Suffrage Movement in 1848 for “practical political reasons, the issue 
of black suffrage collided with women suffrage and tactical differences divided the 
leadership.”  Moreover, the resolution on women and suffrage was questionable until 
Frederick Douglas, an ex-slave and a journalist gave a speech on behalf of the resolution. 
Furthermore, the championship of African-American women and black equality was 
supported by Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton.  However, this support 
diminished when Congress passed the fifteenth amendment giving black men the right to 
vote and providing the same rights for white women. 
Moreover, with the increase of commercial laundries, black women’s live- 
domestic work was replaced by “day work,” which increased the availability of black 
women as domestics.  Low pay and low status undermined the overall importance of paid 
work.  Nevertheless, “when southern black women, denied the right to vote sought help 
from the National Woman’s Party, white feminists rejected their petitions arguing that 
this was a race concern and not a women’s concern.  Were they not, after all, being 
denied the vote not because of their sex but because of their race?”54  Barbara Anderson 
pointed out the following:  
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The white women who led this movement [suffrage] came to [The Seneca 
Falls Convention] to trade upon their privileges as the daughters (sisters, 
wives, and mothers) of powerful white men to gain for themselves some 
share of the political power those men possessed.  They did not adequately 
identify ways in which that political proof would be accessible to poor 
women, immigrant women, and black women.55   
 
Additionally, Deborah K. King summarized this position advocated by white women 
by stating that blatant racism and class bias of the women’s suffrage movement, 
black women discouraged and betrayed, continued to work for their right to vote, 
both as black and as women through their own suffrage organizations.56 
Hence, black women have been resistant as they approached the challenges with 
which they were confronted.  Researchers have indicated that challenges African-
American women have confronted include: politics among women, racial solidarity, and 
racial liberation, interracial politics, invisibility, economic deprivation and expectation, 
and social oppression.  The two organizations studied address the issues based on the 
focus of their efforts: suffrage and economic wages.  Both actions were faced with the 
intersection of race, class and gender.
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THE ORGANIZATIONS AND FOUNDERS 
 
The history-making event of the first African-American male elected to the 
presidency of the United States deems it imperative that all Americans, especially 
African-American women, continue to mobilize to make a difference at the polls.  It can 
be surmised that the fifteenth amendment which gave African-American males the right 
to vote also afforded African-American women the same liberties.  Yet, when the 
nineteenth amendment passed in 1920, Georgia women were not allowed to vote until 
1922.  African-American women who served as the backbone of the African-American 
family were rejected by their white counterparts and society thus eliminating a powerful 
voice in the community.  The portrayed image of African-American women social 
activism in Atlanta, Georgia has been underreported as indicated in the omission of the 
committed contributions of Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson, Ruby Parks Blackburn, and 
their respective organizations, The National Domestic Workers and the Georgia League 
of Negro Women Voters. 
 
Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson 
A granddaughter of a slave and a third-generation domestic worker, Dorothy Lee 
Bolden was born on October 13, 1923 to Georgia M. Patterson and Mr. Raymond Bolden 





unknown if the brother was older or younger. Her mother’s parents were farmers in rural 
Covington Georgia.  Dorothy’s mother was groomed by her grandfather early in life who 
was also a minister on how to teach, thereby establishing the legacy of teaching.  She 
fulfilled this legacy by serving as a first-grade teacher in the rural areas of Covington 
located in Madison County.  However, because of a lack of a degree when Georgia 
moved to Atlanta, she became a maid.  Dorothy’s family moved several times.  
Whenever Georgia found work, she would move closer to her employer.  After residing 
in Vine City, her family moved to the all-black community of Summerhill.  Each time her 
family moved, they shared living quarters with another family because they could not 
afford a home by themselves.  Furthermore, in the book Nobody Speaks for Me written by 
Nancy Sieffer, Dorothy again emphasized the fact that they never had a home of their 
own and always lived with her mother’s friends who would share in getting a house.  The 
family then moved to another all-black neighborhood of Fourth Ward near Auburn 
Avenue continuing the trend of living with others.   
 At the age of three, a very significant incident occurred in Dorothy’s life. 
Dorothy fell from the porch, sustaining a head injury resulting in loss of her vision.  Her 
family thought she had also broken her neck.  However, after an examination, it was 
determined that she had damaged her optical nerve.  Dorothy spent several days in Grady 
Hospital in Atlanta, Georgia.  After an unsuccessful treatment, the doctors told her family 
that there was a possibility that she may never see again.  On the way home from the 
hospital after she was discharged, her father Raymond crying, met a white street vendor 





Raymond explained the dilemma of his daughter’s blindness to the vendor who gave him 
a card of an eye specialist.  However, in the heart of the twenties, specialists were 
unheard of for lower-class blacks.  Additionally, Raymond Bolden worked as a chauffeur 
and could not afford the specialist on his salary of seven dollars per week; however he 
received assistance from his employer.  This was an uncommon practice between blacks 
and whites.  While visiting the specialist, Dorothy received several painful shots between 
her eyes and back of her neck.  After continuous treatment at the age of five or six, 
Dorothy fully regained her eyesight.   
  Dorothy Bolden started school at a late age of nine in 1932. Shortly thereafter at 
the age of twelve, she again began to experience difficulties with her eyesight.  The 
visiting school doctor recommended eye surgery for Dorothy.  Dorothy was again carried 
to Grady Hospital where the doctors confirmed the need for surgery.  Her mother fearing 
that the surgery would cause her to lose her eyesight permanently and unable to afford 
the glasses, felt compelled to withdraw Dorothy from school.  Her decision was further 
prompted by the fact that in the state of Georgia, the law stated that students were not 
allowed to attend class if there were health conditions that affected their learning ability.1  
This was the ending of her formal education.  After dropping out of school, it was during 
this period that she began her work life.  She acquired a regular job with a family at the 
age of fourteen.  
 Having been raised in a strong Baptist household, Dorothy maintained faith in 
God healing her. She believed her blessing would be doubled based on the fact she 
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always had a desire to help people and did so.  From an early age, her mother said she 
was a strong child because she wanted to become a missionary worker and she was very 
religious.  Her grandfather said she was very smart, self-motivated and appreciative of 
responsibility.  During the period of Dorothy living in the country, she was taught the 
duties of cleaning, cooking, and washing by her grandmother and mother.  Although she 
had only one brother, she had an extra-large extended family of aunts, uncles, and 
cousins in the country with whom she was very close.   
Growing up in her Atlanta community, Dorothy was surrounded by Jewish 
people.  The black and Jewish communities cohabitated without any problems.  While 
domestic work was her primary field, she held other positions.  Dorothy was the first 
chute girl for Sears and Roebuck.  Her responsibility was to keep the other girls supplied 
with work.  Over the years, Dorothy Bolden was employed in a variety of jobs, including 
working at the Greyhound bus station, a linen supply company, and at the Railroad 
Express Agency.  She quit these jobs after a brief tenure and did domestic work and then 
she would take on another job with a company to pay into Social Security.  Per Bolden, 
“I would quit when I got ready and take a domestic job because of the excitement of 
going.”2  
Dorothy Bolden met her first husband, Frank Smith, at the black-owned Savoy 
Hotel on Sweet Auburn Avenue.  In 1941, Bolden married Frank Smith, whom she 
referred to later as “just a good-looking man coming.”3  In Atlanta, Auburn Avenue was 
the only area where black people could have fun.  After work, everyone would dress up 
                                                          







and work from one side of the street to the other.  Dorothy Bolden married at age 
eighteen and out of the union she had one son.  Her husband volunteered for military 
service and was only paid twenty-one dollars per month which was not enough to support 
a family.  The marriage ended after a year, and Dorothy Bolden then became employed 
nursing babies.   
Dorothy changed jobs often with the expectation of earning more money.  She 
was very talkative and had no problem giving her opinion.  She learned this trait from her 
mother as well as in the streets of Chicago.  In her twenties while working at a job on 
Peachtree Street in Atlanta, Georgia, her white employer ordered her in a very demeaning 
tone to call home and tell her husband she would be late. This insulted her.  Dorothy had 
not been exposed to this kind of mistreatment.  Therefore, she replied to her employer, “I 
beg your pardon.  If I can’t call him to tell him about my business, I couldn’t call to tell 
him about yours.”4  Words were exchanged between the two and the yard man put her out 
of the house.  The white woman called the law authorities and on her way home, the 
police detained her.  The officers told Dorothy that she was sick in the head for talking 
back.  She was taken to her mother’s house first and was told that she was being arrested 
for psychiatric problems.  Per Bolden, “They said I was ‘mental’ because I talked back.”5   
Dorothy spent five days and four nights in the county jail named the “Rock.”  The 
conditions were deplorable and filthy.  Her uncle, who owned a local business, hired two 
psychiatrists to examine her. Dorothy credits her uncle who knew a judge for her release.  
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During this period, blacks had no rights relative to whatever was said or done by a white 
dominated society.  Despite this unfortunate incident, Dorothy stated she had no 
resentment against whites and completely forgave her former employer.  Eventually she 
was finally released.  
Being employed as a domestic had its advantages and disadvantages.  The 
advantages included flexible hours, not being subjected to the humiliations associated 
with a segregated work environment, and when no one was home, being able to act as 
your own boss.  Negative experiences were also closely tied to the household in which 
the women worked.  Drawbacks included difficult work, light housekeeping progressing 
to heavy work, removal of breaks, increase in expectations on the part of the employer, as 
well as low pay and long commutes.6  In addition, children referred to them with racist 
names which parents allowed, and white men made unwarranted advances forcing them 
to quit.  Domestics were also commonly accused of lying and stealing.  The advantage on 
the other hand was the opportunity to travel to different cities throughout the United 
States for employment and better pay.7  Although racism existed throughout the United 
States, domestics had more flexibility in the North than the South and domestics were 
highly appreciated. 
Dorothy Bolden was hired by a family in Chicago.  The family highly respected 
her and with her professionalism as a domestic, she gained their trust.  She had the 
freedom of going and coming without question which was absent in the South.  In 
Chicago, Dorothy had the opportunity to see different types of lifestyles, meet various 








people and gain knowledge from the streets which enabled her to organize women.  
While in the North, she was treated with the upmost respect, something she had not 
received in the South.  She was invited to go to the movies with her Jewish employer 
which came as a great shock to her.  Many of her socialization skills were learned in the 
North where she had the opportunity to observe people.  This enabled her to gain the 
organizational skills which she needed for the future movement.  She acquired the ability 
to motivate people to accept, believe and trust in her.  When Dorothy traveled to other 
states for jobs, she became homesick and most times returned home after ninety days. 
Dorothy married her second husband, Abram Thompson, Sr., in 1947.  He had 
been working for an express company for thirty-two years.  They had nine children. 
During the first years of marriage, tragedy struck the Thompson family.  Three of her 
children, all girls, passed away.  Her first child by her second husband died because of a 
diagnosis of hardness of the liver and she also lost two other daughters during childbirth.  
Another daughter, named after her, almost lost her life because of a heart attack in the 
eighth grade; Dorothy happened to be on the school campus when the incident occurred. 
Another daughter became ill and was dehydrated.  Both daughters survived which left a 
total of six children, Frank, Avon Butts, Dorothy Ingram, Altenmiece Knight, Abram, 
and Anthony (see Appendix A).  Another heartbreak occurred when Dorothy’s parents 
separated after twenty years and her only brother passed away.  
Dorothy lost her eyesight again for two weeks in 1959.  Even though she was 
labeled as “low income,” all of her children graduated from high school and received 





first marriage, became one of the first black lieutenants in the city of Atlanta’s fire 
department.  Socially, all her daughters were presented as debutantes. 
 
Community Activist 
Once Dorothy regained her eyesight, she began to follow the work of Dr. Martin 
Luther King, Jr. and his fight for Civil Rights.  She witnessed the brutality of white police 
officers coming into the community and beating up drunken blacks for no reason.  Her 
first organized activist experience revolved around her children's schooling.  The eighth 
grade was moved out of Booker T. Washington High School into a condemned, old, 
dilapidated Central High School building located in downtown Atlanta.  When the 
Atlanta superintendent sought to move all the classes in her children’s all African- 
American school to a condemned building, Dorothy vowed that she would never let that 
happen.  Since she was well respected in the community, Dorothy organized parents and 
ministers not only to protest the use of the condemned school, but also to fight for a new 
building.  The group met with the school superintendent daily and applied so much 
pressure that he agreed to add another school if the school bond passed.  Unfortunately, 
the bond was defeated and her children were forced to attend Central High School.  
Dorothy and her group continued to voice their opinions to the Atlanta School 
Superintendent and several years later a new building was opened.  “I really gave our 
superintendent a hard way to go. I think he was dumbfounded to see that low-income 
people like us were really concerned with quality education.”8   
                                                          





Dorothy’s activism continued as a supporter of Student Non-Violent Coordinating 
Committee (SNCC).  Active in the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee, she 
served as the liaison between the planning committee and domestic workers.  
Specifically, she provided outreach and education to domestic workers about the 
strategies and tactics of the Civil Rights Movement.  She was still employed as a maid 
and SNCC advocated boycotts of shops, so she participated and encouraged other maids 
to do so.  She also conducted voter registration drives with domestic workers. Dorothy 
Bolden described the civil rights struggle as something that had gotten “into my blood 
and has not gotten out.”9   After experiencing the oppression of African Americans, 
especially males, and the racial injustices in the community such as inadequate facilities 
and lack of representation in government, it was evident that there needed to be racial 
equality and voices heard from within the community by the African-American working 
families.  
While at SNCC, Dorothy met Julian Bond, a full-time employee of the 
organization.  The Georgia House of Representatives districts were reapportioned, and 
Julian Bond decided to seek office.  Dorothy Bolden served as his advisor and 
campaigned for him.  After he was elected and his seat stripped because of his comments 
about burning draft cards, she encouraged him to continue the fight.  On another occasion 
when Stokely Carmichael, then chairman of the SNCC, made the infamous statement 
“Black Power,” the black middle class attempted to force SNCC members out of the  
                                                          





house that Julian Bond used as headquarters for fear of retaliation from whites.10   The 
house was located across the street from her house and she provided support for the 
members.  The beliefs of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. had a major impact on her life.  She 
marched with him and other protestors in downtown Atlanta against segregation. 
Despite her support for other organizations, Dorothy never lost focus of her main 
goal of establishing better working conditions and higher wages for domestics.  
Originally, she thought about founding the group in 1960; however, because of lack of 
finances, the idea was lost.  Organizing was further disenchanted by the development of a 
collective response from the business community.  For example, in Atlanta during the 
1950s, the white community ended domestic workers' attempts to unionize by getting 
landlords to raise the rents of striking domestic workers.  Moreover, the city passed an 
ordinance that required all union members to pay a 25-dollar license fee. 
Then in 1965 while protesting the School Board’s decision to send children across 
town to integrate schools, Dorothy Bolden approached community and civil rights leaders 
to no avail.  During this time, domestics were not making enough to survive.  In addition, 
low-income domestics had to pay for transportation for children to and from school, put 
food on the table and have enough money to go back and forth to work.  This was a major 
hardship since most domestics were single head of the households.  
 
Politics 
Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson was very active in the political arena.  She was a 
consultant to former Presidents Richard Nixon, Gerald Ford, and Jimmy Carter on issues 
                                                          





that affected domestic workers.  She served on numerous committees and organizations 
such as the Fulton County Democratic Party, Executive Board of the State Democratic 
Party and Board of Governors, and the Georgia Governor’s Commission on the Statuses 
of Women.  She also served as a member of the advisory committee in the Department of 
Health, Education, and Welfare to Secretary Elliot L. Richardson.  Dorothy Lee Bolden 
worked as a maid for 41 years.  She was also instrumental in establishing an annual 
Maid’s Day in Atlanta Georgia.”11 
It is apparent that as social activists, Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson and Ruby 
Parks Blackburn recognized and understood the necessity for resistance to the status quo.  
For example, Bettina Aptheker indicated the following:  
Between 50 and 60 percent of Black women gainfully employed outside their 
own homes between 1920 and 1960 were in private services as domestic 
workers.  In what reflected the fierce racial and sexual segregation of the U.S. 
working class, these women were consigned to the lowest-paying, most 
menial, and least secure section of the workforce.  Most were employed by 
individual households, worked for below minimum wages and were isolated 
from one another.12   
 
Furthermore, though white women wanted to remove African-American women from the 
suffrage activities, Ida B. Wells defied that and joined the protest in Washington, DC. 
 
The National Domestic Workers of America 
The National Domestic Workers of America was founded in 1968 after Dorothy 
Bolden was invited to attend a National Urban League meeting at the Butler Street 
YMCA.  One main emphasis of the National Urban League was to promote economic 
                                                          
11. Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson Collection, Auburn Avenue Research Library, Atlanta, GA. 
 
12. Bettina Aptheker, Tapestries of Life: Women’s Work, Women’s Consciousness and the 





progress for blacks.  Upon hearing the erroneous comments spoken about domestics, 
Mrs. Bolden took issue and responded that being a maid required more than the 
knowledge to clean.  It entailed flexible personality, attitude, and ability which allowed 
for one to cope with a variety of circumstances.  John Stenson of the National Urban 
League requested more information about the work of the domestics to be reported at the 
next meeting.13  Dorothy began talking to other domestics on the bus as well as after 
work, even at 2 a.m. in the morning to find out their concerns.  The consensus was a 
salary increase and better working conditions.  Dorothy’s suggestion was fifteen dollars a 
day and carfare.  Atlanta’s domestic workers worked long hours, including weekends, 
and were paid between three and ten dollars a day.  Also, they were not covered under the 
minimum wage law or the benefits of social security.14  
After presenting information at the National Urban League meeting, Dorothy first 
approached the National Urban League with the suggestion that they organize domestic 
workers, and while the Urban League supported the idea, they were not willing to take on 
the project.  In 1968, Dorothy asked representatives of organized labor for support and 
direction.  They advised her to assemble a meeting of at least ten women.  Within a few 
months, after several hundred women gathered, organized labor responded.  Instead of 
affiliating with the AFL-CIO, the group decided to create a new union, the National 
Domestic Workers Union.15  
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Dorothy and seven other members held their first meeting in the Perry Homes 
housing project in Atlanta, Georgia.  Originally named the National Domestic Workers 
Union (NDWU), the Union was established to organize the city’s maids.  The goal of the 
union was to improve working conditions and wages of female domestics.  Additional 
goals of the National Domestic Workers Union were to develop training programs for 
maids and create a nonprofit employee service to provide job placement and counseling 
for its members.16  The bylaws were indicative of global concerns of all the entire black 
community demonstrating the purpose of social change. 
  Martha Parker served as the temporary first president of the NDWU.  However, 
she happily resigned after the group voted overall to select Dorothy Bolden as founding 
president.  As elected president, Dorothy had to resign from her domestic job.  The Office 
of Economic Development provided the organization with office space, a telephone, and 
a secretary.  Each member of the NDWU was named organizer of those maids with 
whom they rode the bus to work.  These grassroots organizing effort were successful, and 
within six months several hundred women had joined the union. 
Founding director Dorothy Bolden also received support for the National 
Domestic Workers Union from young civil rights attorney, Maynard Jackson, and a 
handful of church leaders and activists.  Later that year, the NDWU incorporated to 
elevate the status of domestic workers.  Membership was a dollar and a current voter 
registration card.  By the end of 1969, there were dozens of members in good standing. 
                                                          





 Because NDWU members worked in separate households, they could not pursue 
traditional avenues of labor negotiation.  Instead, each member was responsible for 
negotiating with her employer for NDWU-mandated wage rates and working conditions. 
Members were taught to work out their problems with their employers.  The NDWU 
passed out informational flyers every morning to domestics.  Although they did not 
advocate strikes, if the maid did not receive the correct compensation, she walked off the 
job.  Eventually domestics received the requested amount of monies. 
The domestic workers were not represented in the public sphere which was of 
paramount concern to Bolden. She explained, ‘societies’ unwavering negative 
attitudes toward domestic work [are] reinforced by change agent forces [who are] 
unresponsive to the needs of individuals in domestic service occupations (taped 
interview).17  
There were about 30,000 domestic workers in Atlanta; 2,000 joined the 
NDWU. Bolden also recognized that many African Americans believed that 
women should walk away from domestic work, an argument articulated by 
activist Maria Miller Stewart in 1832. Yet she also knew that in many cases that 
was financially impossible. Having entered the field, herself for economic 
necessity, Bolden argued that thousands of African American women were 
‘hopelessly dependent upon the lowest economic system [domestic work] to 
obtain the essentials for human need.’18   For Bolden, household work had 
become a necessary evil in need of improvement and not something from which 
one could walk away. Therefore, Bolden stated that she never saw the NDWU 
engaging in strikes nor as operating from a traditional union structure. Indeed, the 
focus of the NDWU was on training, social service, and to a lesser extent, wages 
and advocacy.  As she explained, ‘I didn't organize just on money. I organized to 
update the field, to make it more professional.’19  
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Initially, The NDWU received quite a bit of resistance from maids and employers.  
Dorothy Bolden appeared on television and spoke on local radio stations, such as 
WAOK, to recruit new members.  Per Bolden, the word “union” in the organization’s 
title proved disconcerting to many domestic workers who, since their families depended 
on their income, were fearful of strikes and other traditional union tactics.20  Most 
associated the group with strikes, bargaining and dues which domestics could not afford.  
Consequently, the name was changed to the National Domestic Workers of America 
(NDWOA).  The NDWOA refused to have the newspapers in any of the meetings to 
avoid any negative publicity.  Dorothy Bolden received vicious threats and used her 
maiden name in an effort not to draw attention to her family.  On a personal note, she was 
careful not to involve her husband to prevent retaliation or loss of his job.  He supported 
her wholeheartedly by taking care of their family in her absence. 
 Within six months of its existence, the membership had grown to several hundred 
members.  The strategy was very successful and by 1976 domestics earned seventeen 
dollars a day.  In 1983, they were covered by minimum wage laws, social security 
benefits, and some of them reported daily incomes of forty dollars.21  As black women of 
Atlanta gained access to higher-status and better-paying jobs and immigrants began to 
pose a challenge to African-American women's monopoly of domestic employment, the 
NDWOA’s concerns shifted.  The group continued to defend members with grievances, 
but job placement and training became its most successful programs.  
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The NDWOA offered a six-month training program that included first aid, 
household budgeting, and early childhood education courses.  A hiring hall was set up at 
the headquarters located at 52 Fairlie Street NW Atlanta, Georgia.  When a potential 
employer called the NDWOA’s “hiring hall,” Bolden, after certifying that the employer 
provided appropriate wages and working conditions, sent a trained member to apply for 
the position.22 
Bolden believed that the best way to elevate wages was through 
professionalization. With this goal in mind, she sought and received federal 
Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) money through the local Community 
Action Agency to initiate a homemakers’ skills training program, which was 
funded with between 20,000-30,000 dollars annually from 1969 and 1978. 
Bolden described the program as oriented toward the training of inner city 
housekeepers. The homemakers’ skills training program reflected two 
important beliefs held by Bolden. First, low-income women had to learn skills 
to help them in their private roles as mother and homemakers. In this regard, 
Bolden argued that ‘the lack of home management knowledge and skills is a 
major factor in intensifying and perpetuating poverty.’  Second, the perception 
of domestic service needed to be elevated in society as a whole so that 
domestic workers could take pride in their profession and their work.23  
 
The exact nature of the homemakers’ skills training program depended somewhat 
upon the year and OEO funding; however, the program’s core remained constant.  In 
general, a twelve-week training course was offered regularly to women working as 
domestics.  Enrollment tended to range between 10-20 participants.  The training 
curriculum reflected Bolden’s interest in supporting the professional and private lives of 
women and included homemaking, child development and child care, budgeting, 
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nutrition, human relations, and health and safety.24  The course work also included math 
and reading skills.  Additional aspects of the curriculum were geared exclusively toward 
the women’s private lives, such as goal setting and family planning.  Over time, the 
training was divided into two tracks: one for women who worked in private households 
and the second for women who worked in institutions.  The trainers were described as 
case managers by Bolden and from the archives, appear to be paraprofessionals, many of 
whom were graduates of the course.  For the skills sections of the course, Bolden drew on 
area social services such as the literacy council.25  In 1976, The NDWOA received a 
small grant from the Comprehensive Employment Training Act (CETA) to develop a 
counseling and job placement program in Atlanta, Georgia.  After successfully 
completing this project, Dorothy Bolden Thompson and the NDWOA obtained a federal 
grant and founded the Job and Counseling Service in Washington, DC. 
Dorothy Bolden later developed a program for non-working women living in 
public housing that provided training in home management, nutrition, housekeeping, 
sewing, budgeting, and parenting skills.  In addition, the program sought to create 
community cohesiveness, including a tenants’ association with block captains.  The 
primary goal of the tenants’ association was to develop a welcoming committee that 
would disseminate information gained from the homemakers’ skills training course.  The 
committee also organized clean-up projects and activities for children.26  
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In addition, the NDWOA developed an informational booklet concerning social 
security, minimum wage, and unemployment benefits.  The booklet encouraged domestic 
workers to ask for overtime payments and not to exceed the negotiated workday without 
pay.  One section outlined tasks that household workers should not perform such as 
standing on ladders or scrubbing floors on one’s hands or knees.  Employees were further 
reminded that they should be treated with respect, and if not, they needed to alter their 
work situation.  The final section of the booklet was entitled roles for maids and 
suggested to women that they needed to be dependable, to keep a neat appearance, and to 
exercise careful use of language.27    
 
Maids Honor Day 
Dorothy Bolden believed that official recognition of the efforts of domestic 
workers could be used to help counter “a master/slave relationship between employee and 
employer.”  Specifically, employers needed to remember that employees were not only 
humans, but also individuals with unique issues and demands, and employees needed to 
be reminded that their work had meaning.28  
The cornerstone of Bolden's public recognition strategy was the “Maids Honor 
Day” celebration which began in 1970 in Atlanta, Georgia.  Maids Honor Day was 
essentially a banquet with all the trimmings including speakers and awards.  Employers 
and employees attended the dinner together.  One of the speakers, Sony Walker, a 
regional director for the Office of Equal Opportunity (OEO), expressed a sentiment that 
                                                          








captures one of Bolden’s key motivations in organizing the NDWU when he said, “the 
dignity of work is as much a part of the four freedoms as the right to work.”29  
A second feature of Maids Honor Day was an award given to the “domestic 
worker of the year.”  Employers who sent letters describing the unselfish work of their 
household employees nominated workers.  One letter discussed how a domestic worker 
made nursing home visits to the mother of her employer, and another employer sent a 
financial contribution with his nomination, to, as he said, “sweeten the pot.”  Hundreds of 
these letters remain in the archived files.  The certificate given to the employee discussed 
her service, energy, and dedication, as well as indicating that by example she had brought 
“respect and admiration to domestic employment.”  
 
Service 
The NDWOA also provide homemakers’ skills trainees with social services, such 
as information and referral activities, limited case management services, and mentoring. 
The mentoring program involved pairing women having difficulty with highly competent 
graduates of the homemakers’ skills training course.  Mentors worked with individuals on 
such activities as budgeting, nutrition, and parenting skills.  Mentors often said that they 
prevented women from making large financial mistakes such as taking out high interest 
loans.  Mentors also acted as a go-between for the families and other social service 
workers.30  








The homemakers’ skills training sessions also informed women about support 
services available to them such as legal aid, counseling, and additional tutoring.  In 
addition, numerous activities were directed toward enhancing the participants’ self-
image, self-awareness, and abilities to set goals.  Finally, field trips included visits to 




As director of the NDWOA, Bolden became the spokesperson for 30,000 
domestic workers in Atlanta.  In this regard, she advocated for services that would 
improve the quality of life for poor African-American working women and sought to 
represent the reality of issues facing her constituency.  As she explained, “I was out there 
for a cause and a reason.  The reason was women and the cause was there being anything 
to live on.”31 
Bolden belonged to numerous local, state, and national organizations, and spoke 
at conferences and events across the country.  Moreover, she maintained close 
relationships with such prominent Georgians such as Governor Herman Tallmadge, 
Senator Sam Nunn, and Lillian Carter, mother of President Jimmy Carter.  The closeness 
of these relationships is evidenced in the warm banter and mutual respect shown in their 
correspondence.  Many of Bolden’s letters were requests for support.  Specifically, she 
asked support for such items as a piece of legislation, public policy, or funding for her 
                                                          





own program.  She also worked on an employment project with the Black Congressional 
Caucus.32  
In the 1970s, Bolden was appointed by Health Education and Welfare Secretary 
Elliot Richardson to the Committee on the Status of Women’s Rights and 
Responsibilities.  As a member of that committee, she consistently raised issues facing 
poor women.  Moreover, she reminded committee members that they needed to be 
thinking about women such as domestic workers who were surviving on as little as six 
dollars per day.  Bolden also used this committee to champion her major issue—the 
inclusion of domestic work in legislation that affects hourly minimum wages, health and 
childcare, and social security.  Bolden also testified before Congress on these issues and 
advocated for national mobilization to work on full-employment legislation, raises in the 
minimum wage, and limits in those fields that are outside the review of regulations.33  
Because of her association with Jimmy Carter and friendship with Lillian Carter, 
Bolden was asked to address the 1976 Democratic Party Platform Committee.34  In her 
statement, she argued that “the poor essentially live in concentration camps—locked in 
and cannot get out.”35  She further called the neighborhoods in which the poor live “death 
zones” because of the absence of working adults to meet children after school.  She 
argued that domestic workers were not able to address issues in their own neighborhoods 
since they spend so few waking hours in these areas.  Further, she made the point that 
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domestic workers earn such low incomes, they cannot provide their children with 
opportunities to leave the “slum areas” in which they live.  Bolden cited examples of 
some children not attending school because of inadequate clothing or because their 
mothers needed their help on the job.  Finally, she advocated again for the inclusion of 
household workers in legislation that affected wages and benefits.36  The NDWOA, 
which had declared in 1968 that its primary purpose was “to benefit the community,” 
participated in voter registration drives and accepted only registered voters as members. 
Dorothy Bolden also wedded her vision of black working-class activism to the 
burgeoning feminist movement of the 1970s. “My primary struggle is for women,” she 
proclaimed, insisting that until “professional women unite with low-income women, we 
won't be as powerful as we should be.37  
Locally, NDWOA campaigned for the development of the Metropolitan Atlanta 
Rapid Transit Authority (MARTA), Atlanta’s public transportation system, and 
advocated for MARTA to truly serve the transportation needs of the poor.  It is 
interesting to note that the same mixed result is evidenced in NDWOA’s advocacy of the 
Atlanta MARTA system.  With others, NDWOA could advocate for the MARTA system 
to link with poor neighborhoods; however, without such tactics as broad-based citizen 
involvement, advocates lacked the power to get the system to link with the wealthy 
suburbs, which housed numerous jobs.  She also took a major interest in the movement 
toward neighborhood development, citizen-run banks, and community development 
corporations.  Moreover, she urged that the assets and strengths of the poor needed to be 
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incorporated into community development projects: “There are 30,000 maids that are 
able to give counseling and early education.  They do it where they work--surely they can 
give this knowledge and experience to slum dwellers.”38  In an interview with Seifer in 
1976, Bolden described her advocacy efforts as follows: “I made a lot of changes. I met a 
lot of people.  I made the Congress listen.  I finally got a minimum wage through [the 
House of Representatives].  Bill 49 is in the Senate—an act to establish a minimum wage 
for domestic employees.”  
The National Domestic Workers were active in the political arena.  Members had 
to be registered voters and participate in voter registration drives.  The NDWOA also 
partnered with local businesses and clergy in support for Rapid Transit.  Yet, there were 
also protests and a planned strike against MARTA for unfair bus fare hikes.  National 
Domestic Workers members also served as election workers for politicians who were 
sympathetic for the cause of the organization.  One of Bolden’s greatest successes came 
in 1968 when she helped to defeat a sales tax referendum to build the Metropolitan 
Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority (MARTA) because the proposed routes would not serve 
domestic workers and the rest of the black community.  Three years later she supported 
another referendum that took the needs of the community into account. 
During the Reagan years (1980-1988), a federal grand jury launched an 
investigation of the NDWOA’s finances.  In 1980, negative publicity surrounding a 
federal grand jury investigation of the National Domestic Workers Emergency Assistance 
Fund served to undermine the growth of the organization.  An audit of the organization’s 
books revealed that more money had been spent than was allocated by grants funding the 






group.  The investigation found, however, that Bolden had supplemented federal funds 
with personal monies to carry out the organization's programs.39 
Although the union and Bolden were vindicated, membership in the NDWOA 
dropped considerably.  By 1990, the remaining NDWU members earned between fifty 
and eighty dollars daily and the union had trained and placed 13,000 women in jobs.  The 
group was so successful that it served as a model for other domestic worker’s association 
nationwide. 
 
Ruby Parks Blackburn 
Ruby Parks Blackburn was born in July 1901 in Rockdale, Georgia to Ruby 
Avery Parks Watson and Joseph John Parks.  She was an only child and her nationality 
was Canadian, Indian, and black.  She was educated at Booker T. Washington Evening 
High School, attended Morris Brown College, and graduated from Apex Beauty College 
where she acquired her trade as a beautician.  As an adult, Mrs. Blackburn became a 
resident of Fulton County and worked as a cook for a local school.  Her business, Ruby’s   
Beauty Salon, was in northwest Atlanta.  She married Andrew J. Blackburn II, a laborer, 
and they purchased a home on Simpson Street in the western suburbs in Atlanta.  Unlike 
his wife, Andrew’s father and mother, Andrew J. Blackburn and Lena Reid Blackburn, 
were parents of nine children, including him.  His siblings were Albert, Harry, Fred, 
Audriene, Catherine Blackburn Poole, Fannie, Lena Mae Blackburn Day, Ruby, and Lula 
Mae Blackburn Farmer.  Prior to their divorce, Ruby and Andrew III were the parents of 
four children: Andrew J. Blackburn IV, Frances Blackburn Fouch, Henry J. Blackburn, 
                                                          





and Georgia Blackburn Jones.  The grandchildren of Ruby Parks Blackburn are Lynn 
Marie Blackburn (Andrew IV), Sandra Lucette Fouch (Frances Fouch), Ruby Jones, 
Ronald Jones, Shelley Jones, and Darrell Jones (Georgia Blackburn Jones).40 
As a community activist, Ruby Parks Blackburn was the founder of several 
organizations.  The “To Improve Conditions club” (TIC) was established in 1932 to 
improve conditions in the community where she lived.  The philosophy of the club was 
“People were important regardless of their jobs,” and the motto was “Be ashamed to die 
until you have done something for humanity.”41  Members of the executive board 
included Mrs. Ludie Smith, vice president, Mrs. Juanita Smith, recording secretary, B. E. 
Hill, corresponding secretary, Mrs. Lum Hardeman, treasurer, and Pearl Reese, business 
manager. 
  The TIC was responsible for having stoplights placed at dangerous intersections.  
The club was also instrumental in having two schools built in the Negro area of the 
community.  One school, A. F. Herndon Elementary, was in the Pine Acres section of the 
community and the other, Davis Elementary, was located on Davis Street.  Mrs. 
Blackburn served as president of the “To Improve Conditions Club” for thirteen years.  
Additionally, she was responsible for increasing the number of black clerks in Atlanta’s 
chain stores.  The TIC planted Dogwood trees to beautify the West side of Atlanta and 
provided scholarships to students.42    
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Ruby Parks Blackburn organized the Atlanta Cultural and Training Center in 
1945.  The Center was originally named the Negro Cultural League.  It was chartered to 
improve the culture of Negroes through working with those people primarily explored in 
labor and domestic pursuits.43   Membership was open to male and female African 
Americans.  The Negro Cultural League had separate male and female divisions and each 
group had separate officers. However, both adhered to the same bylaws.  The officers of 
the female division were Mrs. Ruby Parks Blackburn, president, Mrs. Ruth Duncan, 1st 
vice president, Mrs. Lucile Deke, 2nd vice president, Mrs. Lillian Whatley, secretary, and 
Mrs. Mattie Garrett, treasurer.  The remaining members of the board were Mr. John King, 
president of the men, Mr. B. F. Dickerson, vice president, Mrs. Delia Lamar, secretary, 
and Mrs. Nora Willis, business manager.44 
Mrs. Blackburn also served as Vice-President and Assistant Chaplin of the 
Atlanta Business League which was founded in 1944.  The organization was established 
to further the commercial and professional interests of Negroes in the 1950s.  She was a 
member of the Atlanta Business and Trade Association and an active member of the 
NAACP.  Ruby Parks Blackburn was an unsuccessful candidate for a position on Fulton 
County’s Board of Directors.   
Ruby Parks Blackburn was honored locally and nationally for her 
accomplishments.  She was invited to the White House to meet with President Lyndon 
Johnson and met with such dignitaries as Julian Bond, Maynard Jackson, and Andrew 
Young.  On April 23, 1976 at the Atlanta International Hotel, Mrs. Blackburn was 
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recognized for her work as a community activist by C. A. Scott, editor of the Atlanta 
Daily World, Fulton County Commissioner Charlie Brown, and Mrs. Geneva 
Haugabrooks, owner of Haugabrooks Funeral Home and chair of the Board of the 
Georgia League of Negro Women Voters (GLNW).  Reverend William Holmes Borders, 
Pastor of Wheat Street Baptist Church, served as Master of Ceremony.45  This was one of 
many events held in her honor. 
Ruby Parks Blackburn passed away at age 81 in her residence on Simpson street, 
December 10, 1982 after a lengthy illness.  Her funeral was held on December 14, 1982 
at 1:00 p.m. at the Church of the Incarnation.  She was buried in Lincoln Cemetery, 
Atlanta, Georgia.  Her obituary included her mottos such as “Unregistered people are 
helpless” and “Untrained people are not wanted.”46  Having served as president of the 
Georgia League of Negro Women Voters for thirty-five years as well as founder of 
several organizations, she left a great legacy. 
 
Georgia Blackburn Jones 
Ruby Parks Blackburn was not the only community activist in the family. 
Following in her mother’s footsteps, daughter Georgia Blackburn Jones became active in 
improving the community.  As a charter member of the GLNWV, she worked closely 
with her mother.  Georgia attended Clark College and the Blayton School of Accounting.  
She was then employed as Director of Placement and Cooperative Education at Clark 
College for thirteen years.  She served on the Board of Directors of the Southern College 
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Placement Association and was an active member of the Southwest Republican Women’s 
Club.  She was a lifelong resident of the 31st district and the mother of four children, 
Ruby, Ronald, Shelley, and Darrell. 
While serving as Clark College’s Placement Director, Mrs. Jones was concerned 
with full employment, better housing, and equality for women.  Per the article titled, “Ms. 
Georgia Jones Announces Candidacy for 31st District,” written in the Atlanta Daily 
World newspaper, she stated “my investment in helping others find jobs has led me to 
believe that there are not enough jobs from the state level.”  The announcement of Mrs. 
Georgia B. Jones’ candidacy was presented at the Republican headquarters in Atlanta on 
August 1, 1976.  She was the first Republican to enter the race.  Additionally, a tea 
sponsored by the GLNWV for Mrs. Jones was held at the home of her mother, Ruby 
Parks Blackburn.  This event attracted over one hundred supporters.  Georgia Blackburn 
Jones lost the race to incumbent Grace Towns Hamilton, the first African-American 
woman elected to the Georgia General Assembly.47  Another daughter, Frances 
Blackburn Fouch, served as a committee member for the GLNWV. 
 
Georgia League of Negro Women Voters 
The Georgia League of Negro Women Voters was organized in 1951 by Ruby 
Parks Blackburn.  The organization had similar goals as the Atlanta Negro Voters League 
except for the fact that the membership was comprised of African-American women from 
all walks of life and was not bipartisan.  Whereas the Atlanta Negro Voters used the radio 
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station WERD to interview candidates, the Georgia League of Negro Women Voters held 
events so candidates could meet face to face with the group to address the concerns of the 
community.  Local, State and National candidates were interviewed by this women’s 
association.  The motto of the GLNWV was “Education in Politics.” 
To become a member of The Georgia League of Negro Women Voters, everyone 
had to be a registered African-American woman voter.  The primary goal was to provide 
more jobs for African-American professionals, and curb juvenile delinquency through 
better education.  Additionally, the organization was civil, educational, benevolent, and 
democratic.  Yet when the group was first formed, there was a disagreement among the 
officers and the founder.  The concern was that the organization was set up to be a social 
club which clearly violated the bylaws.  There were baby contests and leisure trips to 
other states such as Chattanooga, Tennessee.  The original officers also complained that 
they were never given the bylaws for several months after the organization was chartered.  
Thus, the original officers turned in their resignations based on their beliefs and parted 
ways with Ruby Parks Blackburn.  A new board was put in place, the bylaws presented, 
and business proceeded as usual.  
In Atlanta, the elections were male dominated.  Most African-American women 
were part of the working class while others were members of the elite.  When women 
chose to vote, they relied on how the male population informed them to vote.  African- 
American women made valuable contributions but were not recognized.  It is interesting 
to note that some of the most well-known female members of Atlanta’s black society and 





member Jessie Blayton Sr. owner of WERD, served as the education chairman.  Mrs. 
Geneva Haugabrooks, first black female owner of Haugabrooks Funeral Home, was 
elected chair of the board.  In addition, members of the GLNWV were active in other 
organizations such as the NAACP.  Some members held offices along with Ruby Parks 
Blackburn.  For example, Geneva Haugabrooks served as vice president of the Atlanta 
Business League. 
Although the office was located at 219½ Auburn Avenue, the GLNWV held their 
candidates’ forum and dinners at the Butler Street YMCA.  These events allowed the 
public the opportunity to meet and greet the candidates running for office in the 
upcoming elections.  The program was planned by members of the GLNWV including 
Geneva Haugabrooks, Chairman of the Board, Ruby Parks Blackburn, President, Lillie 
Steadman, Secretary, Lillie Hunt, Coordinating Secretary, and Hattie Holmes, Treasurer; 
Lillie Morehead served as overall coordinator.  In addition to hosting candidate forums, 
the Georgia League of Negro Women Voters also held banquets to honor leaders of the 
community and throughout the nation.  The Honorable United States Senator Herman 
Talmadge, W.O. Duvall, chairman of the board of directors, Atlanta Federal Savings and 
Loan Association, B. T. Bell, real estate pioneer and president of the Bellview Motor 
Hotel, Thomas Duvall, superintendent of Atlanta, Georgia Transportation, Mesdames 
Amanda Peters, Tucker Georgia GLNWV president, Billye Williams of WSB-TV, and 
Therese Hopkins, director of the Booker T. Washington’s Girls Chorus were among the 






 Fifty chapters of the GLNWV were established throughout the state of Georgia 
including locations in Fulton, Cobb, DeKalb, and Gwinnett Counties.  The membership 
grew from 50 members to over 600.  Mrs. Blackburn served as statewide president and 
state meetings were held at Wheat Street Baptist Church in Atlanta.48  Other local 
chapters formed were the fourteenth chapter formed at the Springfield Baptist Church 
where the officers were Mesdames C. E. Callaway, president, Fannie Mae Austin, 
secretary, and Dottie Johnson, treasurer.  Mrs. Amanda Peters served as the president of 
the Tucker, Georgia Chapter.   
The sixteenth chapter was organized on March 18, 1956 at the First Baptist 
Church located in the Dixie Hills community.  The elected officers were as follows: 
Mesdames Mattie Reed Elder, president, Bessie Hooper, vice president, Annie M. 
Johnson, secretary, Betsy Branson, corresponding secretary, and Laura Wise served as 
treasurer.  Through the efforts of this chapter of the GLNWV, bus transportation was 
improved considerably in the Dixie Hills community.  Established as nonpartisan groups, 
for African-American women who were undecided about political parties, the GLNWV 
was chartered to organize chapters with the main goal of increasing voting strength in the 
state.49   
The GLNWV was officially incorporated on April 12, 1973 by Ben W. Forstom 
Jr., Secretary of the State of Georgia.  The Georgia League of Negro Women Voters 
received accolades from many elected officials and was successful in obtaining jobs for 
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qualified African Americans in the police department and the fire department as well as 
educators in the school system.  Through the hard work of this group, they secured much 
needed improvements in the African-American community. 
The activist actions of Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson and Ruby Parks Blackburn 
truly demonstrated the following: 
A.  Course: What were the major events of the research problem?   The 
invisibility of African-American women in history especially their early 
impact on the political issue of suffrage and economic fairness in wages or 
economic exploitation. 
 
B. Causes: The ramifications of slavery and political exploitation, including Jim 
Crow laws, economic deprivation, gender disparities, class such as interracial 
and external racism by white America.  Intra racism involves upper class 
African-American women whose activities are based on status.  Immediate 
events –The suffrage participation of African-American women in the 
struggle for the right to vote.  White women saw African-American women’s 
participation affecting the participation of Southern white women.  African- 
American women were energized to participate in the Women’s protest march 
for voting rights for women. 
 
C. Immediate consequences include the passage of the fifteenth amendment 
providing voting rights to African-American men but specifically not to white 
women. Immediate consequences also included the creation of the National 
Domestic Workers of America and the Georgia League of Negro Women 
Voters. 
 
Moreover, African-American women were perceived as providing domestic 
services for white women, and in some instances upper class African-American women, 
at wages which did not represent the work provided as domestics.   
 
Eight Stages of the Process of Social Movement 
The significance of the two organizations, the Georgia League of Negro Voters 





the Process of Social Movement by Bill Moyer.  These stages must be considered in any 
interpretation of the organizations’ worth (see Table 1). 
Table 1. The Significance of the Georgia League of Negro Voters and National Domestic 
Workers of America Illustrated by Using the Eight Stages of the Process of Social 
Movement 
 
Stage 1: A Critical Problem Exists Bolden Blackburn Both 
The public is aware of the problem   X 
Supports power holders   X 
Widely held values are violated   X 
Problems/policies are not considered a public issue   X 
    
Stage 2: Prove Failure of Official Institution    
New local opposition groups are formed   X 
Official channels such as courts, commissions prove ineffective    
    
Stage 3: Ripening Conditions    
Recognition of problem and victims grow   X 
Public sees victims’ faces   X 
More active local groups   X 
Needs pre-existing institutions available to new movement   X 
20% = 30% oppose power holder policies   X 
    
Stage 4: Take-Off    
Trigger Event – dramatic actions/campaigns show public that     
 conditions and policies violate widely held values   X 
Actions repeated around the country; problem put on social    
 Agenda X   
New social movement rapidly “takes off” X   
40% of public oppose current policies/conditions   X 
    
Stage 5: Perception of Failure    
See goals unachieved  X  
See power holders unchanged X   
See numbers down at demonstrations X   
Despair, hopelessness, burnout, dropout, seems movement ended  X  
Emergence of a negative rebel X   
    
Stage 6: Majority Public Opinion    
Majority oppose present conditions and power holder policies   X 
Show how the problem and policies affect all sectors of society   X 
Involve mainstream citizens and institutions in addressing the    






Table 1 (continued) 
 Bolden Blackburn Both 
Put the problem on the political agenda  X  
Promote alternatives   X 
Counter each power holder strategy  X  
Demonology: Power holders promote public’s fear of alternative  X  
Paradigm shift, reforms. Re-trigger events happen; re-enacting    
Stage 4    
    
Stage 7: Success    
Large majority opposes current policies and no longer fear    
alternative  X  
Many power holders split off and change positions, end game     
process: power holders change policies (it’s more costly to    
continue old policies than to change). Power holders are    
voted out of office. Slow invisible power older attrition  X  
New laws and policies   X 
Power holders try to make minimal reforms, while movement    
Demands social change   X 
    
Stage 8: Continuation    
Extend successes (ex: even stronger civil rights laws)   X 
Oppose attempts at a backlash X   
Promote paradigm shift X   
Focus on other sub-issues X   




Table 1 demonstrates each woman’s engagement in the process of social 
movement.  The results indicate both women were equal in participation in Stages 1-3 
and 6; however, the participation varied in Stages 4, 5, 7 and 8 because of the nature of 
the organization.  It is apparent that all of the women were instrumental in activist actions 
that promoted change for African Americans, especially African-American women.50 
                                                          
50. Bill Moyer, “Turning the Tide,” accessed October 26, 2012, http://turning-the-tide.org/files/ 








The fifteenth amendment that gave African-American men the right to vote also 
began the division of the social classes in the black race.  As African-American men 
began to acquire education, prestige and own businesses, they began to distance 
themselves from the lower black working classes. The 1906 Atlanta riot further enhanced 
the separation of the social classes.1  Although Atlanta had a large population of African 
Americans, they were confined to certain areas of the city. The working lower class lived 
in substandard areas such as Dark Town and was restricted to Decatur Avenue also 
known as the “Red Light District” for entertainment for those who could afford it.  This 
location was the focus point of premeditated vicious attacks on African Americans by the 
white police force.  Likewise, the black elite resided within the perimeter of Auburn 
Avenue, within communities surrounding the Atlanta University Center, and within parts 
of northwest Atlanta.  The elite and middle class attended churches such as Big Bethel, 
Wheat Street, and Ebenezer Baptist.  Moreover, businesses and social clubs were 
conveniently located on Auburn Avenue.
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Apart from the Neighborhood Union founded by Lugenia Burns Hope,2 1 
Atlanta’s black society made minimal efforts to improve the Black ghettos and in contrast 
focused on increasing business opportunities for the black elite.  Likewise, the motivating 
factors for the formation of women activist groups were the overall exploitation of 
African Americans especially men, ongoing enforcement of Jim Crow laws, refusal by 
the State of Georgia to honor desegregation rulings, the abuse of domestic workers, and 
white only primaries.  
The fact that the founders of these two organizations, Ruby Parks Blackburn, 
Georgia League of Negro Women Voters and Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson, National 
Domestic Workers of America were not members of the African-American social elite is 
apparent by the lack of recognition they received.  However as working-class women, 




The disenfranchisement of African Americans toward voting and the attempts by 
white Americans to curtail the emergence of the skilled and educated African Americans 
along with the Women Suffrage Movement created the necessity to establish these two 
groups.  Additionally, African-American social elite women were limited in their 
accessibility to black lower-class persons.  Although most were wives of the influential 
African-American men for example, university presidents, attorneys, and business 
owners, this group only intermingled among each other.  Most were highly educated yet 
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invisible as African-American men took front stage.  After the Atlanta riots, most 
African-American women were either part of the black elite, middle class, or forced to 
work as domestics or in other menial jobs.  Consequently, the division of the African- 
American classes became prevalent by the deplorable living conditions and the disregard 
to recognize working class women. 
Ruby Parks Blackburn, a hairdresser and former domestic worker, used her 
grassroots community-organizing style to persuade hundreds of working-class and 
middle-class black women and men to register to vote and push for social change during 
the 1946 mass campaign.  Beyond that, she focused on improving the quality of life for 
African Americans, especially women. Through her organizations, the “To Improve 
Conditions Club” and the Atlanta Cultural League and Training Center, she operated 
nationally respected training programs for domestic workers and the unemployed. 
Ultimately the “To Improvement Conditions Club” involved more people than any other 
black organization in Atlanta. 
As leader of the Georgia League of Negro Women Voter, its founder, Ruby Parks 
Blackburn, a beautician by trade established the organization with members of most 
prominent African-American influential society women including wives of the Atlanta 
Negro Voters League.  These women secured candidates, and obtained keynote speakers 
to be presented to the public at banquets held at Butler Street YMCA.  Ruby Parks 
Blackburn’s daughters, Frances Blackburn Fouch and Georgia Blackburn Jones, were 
active in the Georgia League of Negro Women Voters as founding members.  Mrs. Fouch 





daughter, Georgia Blackburn Jones, entered the political arena in an unsuccessful bid for 
state congressional seat against incumbent Grace Towns Hamilton. 
In the Brown era, Ruby Blackburn remained a stalwart member of the NAACP in 
the face of the state government’s declaration of war on the organization.  Her own civic 
organizations successfully prodded Atlanta’s city government to construct two 
elementary schools for black students and to improve public bus service in her 
neighborhood, Dixie Hills.32 In 1951, after being rejected for membership in the all-white 
League of Women Voters, Blackburn founded and led the Georgia League of Negro 
Women Voters.  The driving goal of the Georgia League was to register “every woman 
and girl who becomes of age.”4  3 
A key to Blackburn’s success was her hands-on approach to community 
organizing and her adeptness at not only registering people to vote but also educating 
them about the political process, demonstrating to them how to use a voting machine, and 
encouraging them to use their votes to support candidates and initiatives that would 
benefit the black community.  Blackburn personally swore in poll workers and even led a 
group of women to the 1957 session of the Georgia legislature to “checkup” on elected 
state officials.  By 1958, Blackburn had earned a spot on the Fulton County Democratic 
Party Executive Committee because of her political acumen and participatory approach to 
activism. 
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The Georgia League of Negro Women Voters was instrumental in mobilizing 
African-American women to become social activists in the community.  Through the 
perseverance of these women, there was an increase in jobs and quality education for 
middle class African Americans.  The endorsements of qualified candidates assured that 
the African-American issues would be addressed locally as well as at the state and 
national levels.  The Georgia League of Negro Women Voters obtained crucial 
improvements to the community.  The establishment of fifty statewide chapters increased 
the number of African-American female registered voters.  Prior to the founding of the 
Georgia League of Negro Women Voters, there was no participation for African- 
American women in the electoral process.  Without this organization, the voices of 
African-American women would have been diminished.  As integration allowed groups 
to interact politically, there was no need for separate organizations and the Georgia 
League of Negro Women Voters became part of the Georgia League of Women Voters. 
Whereas the Georgia League of Negro Women Voters was successful in creating 
new jobs for the first African-American police officers, fire fighters, adding stop lights at 
busy intersections, and providing more African-American teachers in schools, there is 
limited documentation to show where these efforts impacted the lower class working 
communities.  The emphasis of the organization was to introduce white liberal candidates 
to remove racist white supremacists, and gain improvement for the African-American 
community.  However, once elected, these legislators focused on the needs of the 
African-American middle-class and elite.  Research does not make mention of any 





conclude that although the Georgia League of Negro Women Voters was open to all 
classes of African-American women registered voters, working class women chose not or 
could not participate in the organization for various unlisted reasons.  Therefore, there 
was no voice and it is surmised that recommendations were made based on active 
membership. 
During the 1960s as a community activist, Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson 
became active in the Civil Rights Movement with Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.  There she 
learned the techniques which were organizing and boycotting.  In 1964, her coordination 
of a boycott and protest for equal and quality education against the Atlanta School Board 
resulted in a modern school being built in her neighborhood.  Having experienced the 
issues of poor working conditions and low wages, and using the techniques that she 
learned as an activist, she established the National Domestic Workers of America, Inc. in 
1968.  She established this group without a formal education.  This association was 
successful in obtaining better wages and better working conditions for all domestic 
workers in Atlanta, Georgia.  During the period of her service as president, she was 
influential in increasing of the wages for Atlanta domestic workers from below to 
significantly above the national minimum wage.  Due to the overwhelming success, this 
organization became an ongoing model for other domestic workers nationwide.  Under 
the tenure of Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson, working conditions improved considerably 
and domestic workers in Atlanta wages significantly increased and carfare was added.5 4  
                                                          
4  5. National Domestic Workers Union, January 21, 1971, Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson 





Currently, the National Domestic Workers Alliance has adopted the same 
standards of National Domestic Workers of America.  The National Domestic Workers 
Alliance (NDWA) is the nation’s leading voice for dignity and fairness for the millions of 
domestic workers in the United States, most of whom are women.  Founded in 2007, the 
first chapter was organized in Atlanta, Georgia.  The National Domestic Workers 
Alliance works for the respect, recognition, and inclusion in labor protections for 
domestic workers.  Fifty-three affiliate organizations power the national alliance of over 
20,000 nannies, housekeepers, and caregivers for the elderly in 36 cities and 17 states.  
Recently in 2013, in the month of April, the National Domestic Workers Alliance 
honored Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson posthumously also with her children at the 




Georgia League of Negro Women Voters  
1. Ruby Parks Blackburn was recognized by local civic leaders, state and 
national officials as a community social activist. 
 
2. The Georgia League of Negro Women Voters was an active participant in 
promoting white liberal candidates for social change in the electoral process. 
 
3. Even though GLNWV members were affiliated with other groups including 
the NAACP, National Urban League and Atlanta Business League to name a 
few, each group was standalone and there were no partnerships formed.   
 
4. Family members had decisive roles in organization. 
 
5. Georgia League of Negro Women Voters held candidate & recognition 






6. Georgia League of Negro Women Voters utilized local newspapers as a form 
of advertisement.   
 
National Domestic Workers of America  
 
1. Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson’s recognition was widespread. 
 
2. She was appointed to serve on Health, Education and Welfare Commission. 
 
3. The formation of the Grassroots organization originally developed from 
suggestions from National Urban League. 
 
4. The blueprint and concept for the establishment of productive organization 
was introduced on the white radio station, WAOK.  The owner Zenas Daddy 
Sears was known for his progressive views on social issues.6 5 
 
5. She used various means of communications to recruit members. They were 
specifically identified as flyers which were distributed by members and 
through words and various speeches. 
 
6. Family members were not allowed to be a part of organization. 
 
7. The National Domestic Workers of America partnered with various groups i.e. 
AME Ministerial Alliance, Economic Opportunity Association and Atlanta 
Business League to support Atlanta Rapid Transit.  
 
8. Dorothy Bolden Thompson was initiated during the Annual Maid of the Year 
Day in Atlanta, Georgia. 
 
It is interesting to note that both organizations utilized the Butler Street YMCA 
for meetings.  The Georgia League of Negro Women Voters created chapters in churches 
while Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson was a guest speaker at these establishments which 
included a diverse population.  Based on research and documentation, the founders of 
these two organizations Ruby Lee Blackburn and Dorothy Lee Bolden Thompson were 
advocates for African-American women as well as the community. These two individuals 
and their respective organizations laid the foundation for the social activists of today’s 
                                                          






society.  These organizations had an enormous impact on the Atlanta community by 
establishing a legacy for voting, and equitable, appropriate wages to improve economic 
conditions.  
Recommendation 
 Since this investigation was focused on two African-American women’s social 
activist groups located in Atlanta, as the researcher, my recommendation to enhance the 
study is as follows:  Exploration of other African-American women social activist groups 
located in the states of Alabama, Mississippi, and South Carolina to provide increased 
accurate documentation of detailed contributions and involvement for social change and 
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